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“Ladies and Gentlemen, I can assure you 
that there is no immediate danger, I believe 
that this is not the time to put this town on 
alert.” 
- Paul Dreyfus, Dante’s Peak 

“You never had control, that's the illusion! I 
was overwhelmed by the power of this place. 
But I made a mistake, too, I didn't have 
enough respect for that power and it's out 
now. The only thing that matters now are the 
people we love. Alan and Lex and Tim. John, 
they're out there where people are dying.” 
- Dr. Ellie Sattler, Jurassic Park 

“Seventeen days? Hey man, I don't wanna 
rain on your parade, but we're not gonna last 
seventeen hours! Those things are gonna 
come in here just like they did before.” 
- Hudson, Aliens 

A brief note on gender 

In this book, “she” and her” are used when 
referring to the Disaster Master, Bystanders 
and Villains. “He” and “his” are used when 
referring to the Protagonists. 



Game summary 

Disaster Strikes! is a game for 4-6 players 
about ordinary people caught up in a major 
disaster, and their struggle to save 
themselves, their loved ones and innocent 
Bystanders from death or worse. It aims to 
mimic movies like The Towering Inferno, 
Volcano! and Aliens . You’ll foreshadow the 1

threat, escalate it almost to the point of total 
catastrophe, and see who can get out alive. 

At the heart of the story are the Protagonists, 
characters of unusual competence, bravery 
and heroism. Only they stand between the 
threat and many innocent Bystanders. If they 
can’t save them, nobody else will. 

The game takes about 4 hours to play and 
the only preparation is reading this book. You 
will need playing cards, some tokens or 
coins and some paper to make notes. 

Disaster Strikes! is a game where the 
death of our Protagonists is a real 
possibility. But don’t worry: the game 
includes rules that allow dead Protagonists 
to continue to play a role in the game.

 Yes, Aliens is a disaster movie, Read the disaster movie 1

structure and see if you disagree.
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The game divides into setup and three Acts. 

- During Setup the players decide 
collectively what the disaster is going 
to be and create their Protagonists. 

- In Act I, we get to know the 
Protagonists, find out why we should 
care about them, foreshadow the 
impending disaster and put lots of 
Bystanders in harm’s way. 

During Act I, we as the audience can 
see what’s about to happen, but for 
the most part the characters can’t. 

- In Act II the disaster rages out of 
control. The Protagonists must act 
swiftly or innocents will die. 

During Act II the Protagonists are fire-
fighting. They are trying to save lives 
but they haven’t yet got a plan to 
escape or overcome the threat. 

- In Act III the Protagonists come up 
with a plan to escape or confront the 
threat, and desperately try to execute 
it. It’s do-or-die, and failure is a 
distinct possibility. By the end we’ll 
either have some dead Protagonists, 
or victory against the odds. 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How the game works 

One of the players will be the Disaster 
Master (DM). The DM has special 
responsibility for driving the disaster forward 
and presenting thrilling life-and-death 
situations for the Protagonists to get to grips 
with. The other players act out the role one 
Protagonist each. Meanwhile most of the 
time the DM plays all other characters, who 
are termed Bystanders. That might seem like 
an uneven division of labour, but really the 
Protagonists are the focus of the story so 
they take a much bigger share of our 
attention than anyone else. 

When playing a character (whether a 
Protagonist or Bystander) you say what your 
character is doing, and you act out his 
speech and emotional reactions. 

At the start of the game the players agree 
between them what the disaster is, where it 
will happen and who their Protagonists are. 

After that, the game is divided into scenes. At 
the start of each scene, you set the scene up 
-  decide where the scene is happening, who 
is there and what is happening as the scene 
starts. For many of the scenes it will be the 
DM who makes these decisions, but 
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sometimes a Protagonist will set the scene 
up instead, depending on which Act we’re in. 

Once a scene is set up, the DM and 
Protagonists fulfil their roles by simply saying 
what their characters do or, as appropriate, 
what external events occur. For the 
Protagonists this is simple – play your 
character as though he were a real person, 
and say and do what that person would say 
and do, remembering the Protagonists are 
unusually competent, brave and heroic. 

The DM does the same job for Bystanders, 
remembering that these characters are not 
the focus of the story and definitely not 
Protagonists. She also has a role in 
describing what external events are 
happening, and in particular how the threat is 
progressing, as set out later in this book 
under each Act. 

However, any time a Protagonist tries to do 
something challenging, and where the 
consequences of success and/or failure are 
dramatic and interesting, instead of just 
deciding what’s going to happen, you use 
playing cards to decide what the outcome 
will be. The rules for this card-based conflict 
resolution are set out on pages 11-15. 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Creating the Protagonists 

Disaster Strikes! focuses on Protagonists 
caught at the heart of a major catastrophe. 
What distinguishes them from the crowd is 
their competence, bravery and heroism. If 
these people don’t do something to save the 
lives of innocent Bystanders, no-one will. 

If you are playing a Protagonist 

You decide: 
- Who is he? Name, job, etc. 
- What brings him to disaster central? 
- Who does he care for? Who does he 

love? Who does he hate? 
- Are any of the above people present 

at disaster central? 

During Act I, you get a prelude scene, which 
is set before the disaster. At least one of the 
loved/hated characters you defined above 
will be present. Have a think about what this 
scene might be about now. The scene 
should tell us a bit about your Protagonist 
and their relationships. It needn’t be 
schmultzy and emotional, but it needs to give 
us an insight into who your character is and 
help make them compelling. 

You’ve already defined the most important 
things about your Protagonist. But we also 
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want to know what he is good at. Choose 
one stat at +2 (excellent), one stat at +1 
(good), and two at +0 (ok). Protagonists 
aren’t bad at anything. from the following list: 

- Clever. His ability to do technical stuff 
like defuse a bomb or hack into a 
computer. 

- Daring. His ability to perform feats of 
athleticism at great personal risk. 

- Fierce. His ability to fight. Use it when 
attacking or attacked. 

- Inspiring. His ability to get others to 
do what he wants, and their 
effectiveness when they do it. 

It’s ok to pick stats that are likely to help with 
the disaster you’ve chosen, and to consult 
with the group to get an effective team. 

If something comes up that isn’t covered by 
these stats, use a default value of +0. 

You also get a personal trump suit, which 
provides benefits when you play cards of that 
suit. See page 14 for details. 

Special 

In addition to the above you get one special 
which allows you to interrupt the normal rules 
of Disaster Strikes!. These specials might 
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make your Protagonist more effective , but 2

they’re more of a tool to help you take part in 
authoring the unfolding drama.  

Choose one of the specials listed below. No 
special can be taken twice – agree amongst 
yourselves who gets what. 

Some specials rely on the use of disaster 
pool tokens. These are explained on page 
19. In brief, they are a shared pool of tokens 
that any Protagonist can spend to provide 
benefits to individual conflicts but which, 
once they have run out, make the game 
significantly harder for the Protagonists. 

A number of these specials apply where 
“plausible”. This simply means that the effect 
must not require a major stretch of the 
imagination to believe. Plausibility is a matter 
of judgement for the DM. DM: Be generous 
in judging this. 

Creating a safe haven 

During Act II, you may spend two disaster 
pool tokens to create a safe area that will be 
untouched by the threat. Simply make an in 
character statement to the effect that a 
particular area is safe, and explain why. That 

 Though they might not.2
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area and anyone in it will remain safe from 
the threat for at least the duration of the 
second Act! Your explanation must be 
plausible, and you can’t declare an area 
currently under attack by the threat as safe. 

Example: “Mary points to the stairs and 
screams ‘Get to the third floor! There’s no 
way the water can rise that far!’” 

In the nick of time 

During Act II, you may spend two disaster 
pool tokens to have your character arrive in a 
scene he wasn’t previously present at. This 
entrance can be pretty far-fetched – 
implausible, as long as its not actually 
impossible. You can use this ability to 
interrupt the action, for instance catching 
someone who has just fallen off something, 
or such. 

Prediction 

During Act I, you can help define the nature 
of the threat. Simply make an In Character 
statement about the threat, or about some 
weak-spot a theoretical threat might exploit. 
That statement is true! Remember to stick by 
what you agreed in setup about the disaster 
– don’t go changing it from an earthquake to 
a flood, or whatever. When something you 
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“predicted” threatens a character (not 
necessarily a Protagonist), the DM must add 
a token to the disaster pool (but only once 
per prediction). 

Example: “John looks up at the air 
conditioning and shakes his head. ‘Those 
are the old mark IV units. Badly fireproofed. 
If there were a fire in here, it would spread 
through the whole building in no time.’” 

Self-Sacrifice 

During Act II, you may spend a disaster pool 
token to have your character sacrifice his 
own safety to save someone else. You must 
explain what action your character is taking. 
Provided it isn’t implausible, you 
automatically save the person/people who 
were in danger, but put yourself in harm’s 
way. The DM will tell you what the 
consequences of your actions will be. This 
could mean anything up to and including 
instant death, depending on the situation. 
For example, throwing yourself in front of a 
hail of bullets directed at a bystander 
probably means your character is at the very 
least going to be injured without a card draw. 
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The Plan 
  
During the Act II or III, you can  spend two 
disaster pool tokens to come up with a plan 
to save lives and/or stop or delay the threat. 
Simply describe your plan In Character. 
Anyone following your plan – exactly as you 
describe it – will receive a +2 bonus to all 
their tests while doing so. The plan must be 
plausible. 

Dead! 

There’s a final special that you can’t take at 
the start of the game. You automatically 
receive it if your character dies in play (and 
the rule that each special may only be taken 
once does not apply to this one). 

Though you’ve died, your wisdom and 
foresight may still be of use to the others. 
Once before the end of the game, you may 
trigger a flashback scene. During this scene 
your character may give someone one 
object, a piece of advice or another resource. 
Whatever you give them, they still have it 
and can use it in the current situation! The 
flashback scene and the item/advice therein 
must not be implausible.  

!11



Conflict resolution 

Conflict resolution is only invoked when a 
Protagonist is doing something genuinely 
challenging, and theoutcome is of interest. If 
the DM deems that the task at hand is easy 
(or impossibly hard) or has consequences 
that are of no interest, she should simply 
narrate the results without pause. 

You need a standard deck of playing cards. 
At the start of the game, the Protagonists 
each draw a hand of three cards. After every 
conflict the Protagonist(s) involved must 
discard their hand and draw a new one. 

At the start of a conflict the Protagonist  
describes what he is trying to achieve – what 
the outcome will be if he succeeds. The DM 
says what the outcome will be if he fails. 
Setting these outcomes must be firmly 
rooted in the task at hand (you can’t declare 
“I overcome the disaster” as an outcome, for 
example), but “the task” can be specified 
more or less broadly, from a single thrown 
punch to a lengthy fight scene. Think about 
what the character is trying to achieve right 
now, and choose the outcomes accordingly. 

Once the success and failure conditions are 
described, the DM declares which stat 
applies for this action (see page 6). 
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The difficulty number for a conflict is 6 in Act 
II, 7 in Act III. In the unlikely event conflict 
resolution is needed in Act I, use difficulty 5. 
The DM may add 1 to the difficulty number if 
the conflict is extraordinarily challenging, but 
this should be the exception, not the norm. 

The Protagonist chooses one card from his 
hand to play. The DM then draws and 
reveals a card from the deck. The 
Protagonist is allowed to withdraw his action 
any time prior to this point. 

The DM adds her card to the difficulty 
number, while the Protagonist adds his card 
to his stat, as follows: 

- Numbered cards – use the number. 
- Jack, Queen or King – count as 5. 
- Ace – special (see page 15). 
- There may be a bonus connected to 

the suit of the card played (see below) 

If the Protagonist equals or beats the DM’s 
number then the action results in success – 
with results as agreed. If the DM’s number is 
higher then the result is a failure.  The 
outcome is as agreed at the start. 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Suits 

A protagonist gets +1 to his result if the DM 
deems the way he described his action fits 
the suit of the main card you played: 

♣ Execution. An action that shows great 
talent, skill or luck. 

♦ Preparation. An action that benefits from a 
plan or special preparation. 

♥ Creativity. An action that shows lateral 
thinking or inventiveness. 

♠ Sacrifice. An action that costs you. 

With a Spades card, the bonus is +2 instead 
of +1. But the DM should only award the 
bonus if she thinks the player has narrated a 
real sacrifice. If she does award the bonus, 
the DM is entitled and encouraged to use 
what the player narrated against him. 

Special cards 

Some cards have additional effects when 
played by a Protagonist. 

After the Protagonist and DM have revealed 
their cards, the Protagonist may play a Jack, 
Queen or King to add 5 to his result. 

!14



When a Protagonist plays a Jack, Queen or 
King (on its own or with another card) there 
are additional consequences chosen by the 
DM. She is encouraged to choose something 
the Protagonist won’t like, and which brings 
the disaster to life or accelerates the threat. 

Consequences are chosen from this list: 

- Enhancing the benefits of success, or 
exacerbating the results of failure 

- You succeed, but at a cost – or you 
fail, but with some saving grace. 

- A further complication or challenge. 

- A (possibly unconnected) dramatic 
event happens. 

Every character has a trump suit. When a 
Protagonist plays a jack, queen or king of 
his trump suit, he decides on the resulting 
consequences instead of the DM, and is 
free to choose something beneficial to him. 
Also, when he plays his trump suit, 
increase the bonus from appropriate 
description by 1 (+3 for spades, +2 for 
other suits)
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- You can use one consequence card to 
increase the impact of another. 

These consequences can never be used to 
negate the agreed card draw outcome. 

When a Protagonist plays an Ace, he fails 
his action, but escapes the consequences of 
failure. The Protagonist narrates a last-
minute reprieve or twist of fate that allows 
him to escape. Even so, the Protagonist 
failed, and without a major change in 
circumstances he can’t try this action again. 
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Injuries and other conditions 

When a Protagonist fails a roll the DM will 
sometimes want to inflict injury or death on 
him. 

In such situations, she gives the Protagonists 
one warning shot and then goes for the 
jugular. E.g. a character who fails a check is 
injured first, killed later. 

The first such failed check imposes an 
appropriately described injury and a -1 
penalty to the Protagonist’s card draw results 
until the injury is treated by a medic. If the 
Protagonist fails another injury-threatening 
check before he can get medical assistance, 
he dies. (See page 10 for how to handle 
dead Protagonists.) 

Remember that you should state the 
consequences of failure before the cards are 
drawn, and the Protagonist has the chance 
to change his mind. 

You can also use this for other conditions: for 
injury and death, swap in shaken and fleeing 
in terror, or dazed and Knocked Out. 

Don’t bother with this for Bystanders, though. 
In general, the DM should narrate their 
deaths with reckless abandon. 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Cooperation 

Sometimes the Protagonists will want to do 
tasks as a group, rather than individually; or 
perhaps one person is leading on a task but 
others are providing support of some kind. 
When this happens, one person is the 
leader, while the others are supporters. If 
there’s one Protagonist whose role in the 
task is obviously the most important, it’s him; 
otherwise, the Protagonists choose freely.  

When the difficulty has been set, each 
supporter draws a card from the deck and 
reveals it. The leader may choose to use 
supporter’s cards as if they were his own. 

If the leader uses one of his own cards, he 
uses Inspiration instead of whatever stat 
would usually apply, because he is focusing 
on leading the task. He must describe how 
he coordinates the group effectively. 

Whenever the leader uses a supporter’s 
card, that supporter must narrate how his 
actions were critical to success; the leader 
uses the supporter’s stat (whatever is 
appropriate for the task) instead of his 
Inspiration; and the supporter’s description is 
used to decide any suit bonus. This happens 
even if the card in question is a face card 
being used to provide a +5 bonus. 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Protagonist vs Protagonist 

Somehow the Protagonists might come into 
conflict with each other. You should try to 
avoid this, because this is not what Disaster 
Strikes! is meant to be about.  

If Protagonists do come to blows, the conflict 
resolution system is never used.  

- If they are arguing with each other, or 
not getting on, that is fine and may be 
dramatically appropriate. Protagonists 
should play this out in short bursts. 
Don’t let it go on too long. 

- If the Protagonist’s actions seem 
villainous, the DM should ask him to 
clarify his intentions. If he has decided 
to work against the group, he 
becomes a Villain under DM control. 
The player may still act in his original 
heroic persona, as though his 
Protagonist was Dead (see page 10) 

- If one Protagonist is trying to impede 
another from trying to do something, 
this does not work. Likewise, direct 
attacks on another Protagonist have 
no mechanical effect. Describe how 
he tries to impede the other 
Protagonist, but fails.  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The disaster pool 

Time is ticking away during the game. Delay 
too long, and the disaster will overwhelm 
you. To represent this, the DM places tokens 
in a bowl. This is called the disaster pool. 

The disaster pool starts with 1 token per 
Protagonist. Every time a Protagonist(s) 
willingly enters a dangerous situation, add 1 
token to the pool. Every time a Protagonist 
plays a Spade or Face card, remove one 
token from the pool. 

At any time (including after the cards have 
been played), a Protagonist may spend a 
token to gain a +1 to the result of a stat 
check. Tokens can also be spent to power 
Protagonist specials (see pages 6-10). 

However, if the pool runs out of tokens: 
- Stop adding tokens to the pool. Once the 

pool is gone, it is gone for good. 
- Skip to Act III. The disaster becomes a lot 

more deadly. The Protagonists may have 
to come up with a plan on the fly. 

-  Protagonists no longer receive a bonus 
when their action matches a suit, and 
trump suits no longer have any effect.  

Keep the pool where everyone can see it at 
all times. 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Creating scenes 

Once play starts, we’ll see the Protagonists 
doing their thing in units called scenes. A 
scene is a slightly ephemeral concept so let’s 
take a moment to discuss how it works. 

One person, usually the DM but sometimes a 
Protagonist, is the Director for the scene. 
That person should have an idea for some 
kind of interesting situation that one or more 
of the Protagonists could find themselves in.  

Examples could include: 
- She is having a row with her boyfriend 

because he slept with someone else. 
- He is trying to repair a ventilation unit, 

which is about to catch fire. 
- She hears screams from inside a 

crashed bus and goes to investigate. 

Once that person has decided on a central 
focus for the scene, they should say where 
the scene is happening and who is present.  

The scene can now begin. The players then 
play out the action, roleplaying their 
characters as appropriate. Conflicts may 
arise and be resolved. During Acts II and III 
this could be through card draws, in Act I it 
could be through the dictation of the Director 
at the start of the scene (“she is having a row 
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with her boyfriend and during the scene they 
will break up with each other”), and in any 
Act it could be through players making in-
character decisions (“screw this, I’m dumping 
him”). 

The scene ends when we have resolved the 
central issue – the row with the boyfriend, 
the response to the burning ventilation unit or 
the rescue or death of the children. The 
Director is generally responsible for calling 
the end of the scene, but other players are 
free to indicate if they think the scene should 
end, or to object, for instance if there’s some 
loose end they’d like to see tied up. 

The Director should have some idea of what 
the central issue might be before you start. If 
you don’t, there’s a good chance that the 
scene will wander aimlessly. That said, 
remain flexible as you may change your view 
of what the scene is “about” as it unfolds and 
the actions of the characters play out. 

The gaps between scenes are intentionally 
skipped over. Sometimes one scene may 
lead directly into anothers, but sometimes 
there may be weeks or months that pass 
between two scenes. Just like when reading 
a book or watching a movie, we don’t see 
every second and minute of the Protagonists’ 
lives. 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Act I 

The purpose of Act I is to find out who the 
Protagonists are, who they care about and 
why we should care about them. We will also 
be foreshadowing the coming threat and 
setting things up so that there will be lots of 
juicy Bystanders, perhaps including the 
Protagonists’ loved ones, who will be in 
harm’s way come the second Act. 

Act I is divided into two halves. 

- Introducing the Protagonists; and 

- Setting the scene 

These are explained in more detail over the 
next few pages. What they have in common: 

- The disaster isn’t actually underway 
yet. Anything that happens in Act I in 
terms of the threat should be small-
scale, but possibly on the point of 
suddenly accelerating out of control. 

- The Protagonists cannot die during 
Act I, unless they deliberately do 
something that would obviously result 
in their death, like jumping off a ten 
storey building – in which case the 
rules apply as normal. 
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- Bystanders are mostly safe at this 
stage as well, though you might 
narrate the odd little accident if it 
points to what will happen next. 

- Accordingly, there probably won’t be 
many, if any card draws in Act I. 

- Nobody, including the Protagonists, is 
permitted to recognise the coming 
threat during Act I. They must always 
fail to notice, ignore or discount the 
threat.  

- The exception to the previous rule is if 
a Protagonist takes the Prediction 
special (see page 8). This character is 
encouraged to point out the 
impending threat with increasing 
urgency. Of course, nobody else will 
notice until it is far too late. 

Act I is just the introduction to the story, not 
the main body, so should be relatively swift 
and focused. For a four-hour session you 
won’t want to spend more than the first hour 
on Act I, ideally a bit less than that. 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First half: introducing the Protagonists 

At the start, each Protagonist has a scene to 
introduce his character to us as the 
audience. We should see something of the 
Protagonist’s life, ideally a relationship that 
really matters to him. The scene should 
happen in the run-up to the disaster. 

The Protagonist in question acts as the 
Director (see pages 21-22). During the scene 
the Protagonist being introduced can invite 
others (the DM or other Protagonists) to play 
secondary characters if they wish. 

There are two questions you should try to 
answer here: 

- Why should the audience care about 
what happens to the Protagonist? 

- Who or what does he care about? 

As noted previously, normally no cards will 
be drawn in these scenes, and the DM 
should not throw in threats or conflicts. 
That’s not to say there can’t be any conflict. 
If the Director wants the scene to focus on a 
conflict then he should either say so at the 
start, and indicate how it  should turn out, 
give a clear lead through his Protagonist’s 
actions during the scene, or explicitly state 
that the resolution is up for grabs, to be ad 
libbed through play. 
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Second half: setting the scene 

Once the Protagonists have been 
introduced, each Protagonist once again 
gets a scene, this time in which to place his 
Protagonist in the setting where the disaster 
will occur. The Protagonist is the Director for 
this scene. 

There are further opportunities here to flesh 
out relationships or get insights into the 
Protagonist, but these aren’t the focus. 
Instead, the focus is on seeing the setting 
and the Protagonist’s role in it. 

Like the first half, the Protagonist is the 
Director, and normally there are no card 
draws. Conflict is handled in the same way 
as for the first half. 

However the DM may at this stage 
opportunitistically introduce secondary 
characters of her own, or begin to insert 
seeds of the coming disaster. In doing so, 
she should try to work with the grain of the 
Director’s ideas, not cut across them. But 
don’t be shy in adding elements here that 
you can use later on. 

!28



Act II 

At the start of Act II, the disaster accelerates 
somehow from being an unnoticed or 
ignored threat to a serious problem. During 
Act II the DM is always the Director for 
scenes. 

Act II is about fire-fighting. The scenes are 
typically about rescuing Bystanders,  
preventing the disaster from accelerating 
further, or otherwise reacting to problems 
presented by the DM. 

Some common factors to all Act II scenes: 

- The disaster is now out of control. The 
Protagonists may struggle to contain 
it, but they are not permitted to defeat 
it outright. 

- Accordingly, the Protagonists (and, 
indeed, other characters) are free to 
recognise and react to the disaster. 

- The Protagonists are now vulnerable 
to being killed by the disaster, but this 
should normally only happen when 
they put themselves in harm’s way, 
probably in an effort to save a 
Bystander from harm. Bystanders are 
fair game for arbitrary death or injury 
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during Act II, particularly (but not 
exclusively) if a Protagonist fails a 
card draw when trying to save them. 

- Significant conflict in Act II should 
generally be resolved by card draw. 

At the start of the Act the DM should 
describe how the disaster has moved up a 
gear or two. She should tell the Protagonists 
what they see, and consider spectacularly 
killing off one or more Bystanders. 

Everyone should have an eye towards 
bringing the Protagonists together as a group 
during Act II. They may start off separate, but 
by the end you want them to be working 
together to take down the disaster. 
Protagonists: it’s ok to go off on your own to 
rescue a Bystander or deal with a problem, 
but don’t go all Die Hard. 

The DM will need to work to give each 
Protagonist similar screen time during Act II. 
This is easy when they are separate – give 
them a scene each as before – but a bit 
more challenging when they’re together. Try 
to throw in problems that play to each 
character’s strengths, that are happening in 
separate locations at the same time, bring in 
Bystanders they care about, or if necessary 
forcibly separate them temporarily. 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Act II scenes 

Act II scenes vary from game to game 
depending on the nature of the threat. 
Generally, in each scene the Protagonists 
face a discrete problem of which will be 
challenging to overcome. The Protagonists 
go into action to deal with the problem and 
the scene ends when they have succeeded 
or failed in tackling it. 

Here are some common exemplars the DM 
can use, individually or in combination. 

Rescuing a Bystander 

Bystanders are threatened by the disaster, 
and the Protagonists are in a position to 
rescue them. Bystanders in this situation 
should be played as fearful and reactive. 
This is important to avoid the temptation to 
turn the Bystanders into Protagonists! 

You should already have a good crop of 
Bystanders ready, from the Protagonists’ 
backgrounds and/or earlier scenes. Use 
them if you can, or if not, create some of 
your own now. Think of how these characters 
could be trapped or otherwise in harm’s way. 
Keep it reasonably simple – you don’t need a 
convoluted obstacle course, just a dramatic 
situation to deal with. 
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Dealing with a complication 

Disasters often have secondary effects. A fire 
could burn through a vital computer system 
and cause the building to go into lockdown; a 
flood could cut the characters off from an 
important resource. Maybe some Bystanders 
start to panic or riot. Hit the Protagonists with 
something that they can’t easily ignore and 
that is challenging to fix. 

Preventing acceleration 

If the fire reaches the fuel dump it will 
explode, causing the fire to spread further. If 
those Bystanders break out of the quarantine 
cordon, they will spread the virus. Think of 
something which is about to cause the 
disaster to get worse and that will be 
challenging to stop happening. 

Dealing with Villains 

Often in disaster movies there is someone 
who is seeking to profit from the disaster, or 
who are complicit in the failures that led to it 
happening and now trying to cover up the 
evidence. These dangerous individuals may 
get in the way or actively try to hinder the 
Protagonists. This can be a good option for 
disasters that are less physical, like a virus. 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Act III 

Act III is is triggered when the Protagonists 
begin to execute a plan to stop it in its tracks 
or escape it with as many Bystanders as 
possible, or when the disaster pool runs out 
(see page 19), whichever comes first. In Act 
III the disaster is in full flow, presenting 
overhelming danger to anyone in the vicinity. 
As with Act II, the DM is the director in Act III 
scenes, though she should very much take 
her cues from the Protagonists’ plans. 

The timing of Act III depends on how things 
go in Act II. The DM can use control over the 
disaster and external events to pace the 
game in line with the time available. You may 
wish to bring the Protagonists together for a 
discussion and planning scene before 
beginning Act III, unless the trigger is the 
disaster pool running out. 

When Act III is triggered by the Protagonists 
forming a clear plan, the shape of the Act 
very much depends on what the Protagonists 
have decided to do. Certainly, the DM will 
want to place some appropriately climactic 
obstacles in their path as they attempt to 
make whatever moves are necessary to 
execute their plan. The Act could consist of a 
single extended scene or a series of 
separate scenes. DM: Listen to what the 
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Protagonists are proposing to do and craft 
the scenes appropriately. 

If Act III is triggered by the disaster pool 
running out, the focus is on the disaster 
suddenly worsening. The DM should go out 
of her way to target the Protagonists directly, 
rather than focusing on Bystanders as in Act 
II. The pressure is on for the Protagonists to 
get their act together or die ignominious 
deaths. 

Act III should not be about the Protagonists 
failing because of a poor plan. The DM 
should interpret their plans generously and 
find ways to let any flaws in the plan pass if 
possible, or turn them into interesting 
obstacles to overcome. 

During Act III, the DM should be proactively 
throwing threats at the Protagonists. In 
contrast to Act II the Protagonists may die 
even if they have not deliberately put 
themselves in harm’s way (though not 
without a card draw). But remember that the 
aim is to showcase the majesty and terror of 
the disaster, not to humiliate the 
Protagonists. 

Act III is a particularly good time for the DM 
to deploy the false victory, an apparent 
escape from danger that is suddenly 
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snatched away. This is a good way to 
manage your pacing, and create an 
emotional rollercoaster effect. But don’t do 
this too many times or it will prompt eye-
rolling rather than excitement. 

Act III ends when the threat is defeated, or 
the Protagonists have escaped and are no 
longer trying to rescue more Bystanders, or 
when all the Protagonists have died. 

Epilogue 

At the end, the DM and Protagonists should 
narrate an epilogue, describing the 
consequences of the Protagonists’ actions. 

Ask each other questions – what do you 
want to know about what happens next? I’ve 
had fun in the epilogue by giving each 
survivor a TV interview, though this won’t be 
appropriate for every game. 

Whatever happens, we definitely want to 
know who lives, who dies, and what (in brief) 
happens next. If the Protagonists all died, an 
epitaph might not be a bad idea. 

Celebrate victories, commiserate defeat. Roll 
credits! 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A panoply of disasters 

Rampaging force of nature 

A fire. An earthquake. A massive storm. A 
volcano. A flood. The rampaging force of 
nature is a powerful threat that is almost 
impossible to control and occurs over a large 
area, over a prolonged time (earthquakes in 
movies last longer than in real life). These 
are classic disaster movie fodder. 

They’re relatively easy for the DM – the 
disaster itself, and the secondary effects 
caused when the earthquake breaches a 
levee, or whatever, provide plenty to keep 
the Protagonists occupied. The main thing to 
watch out for is keeping things interesting. 
Make each challenge unique and evocative, 
or these threats can become a little samey. 

The horde 

Aliens. Dinosaurs. Zombies. The horde is a 
threat that you can’t just run away from, 
because it will follow you implacably. Like the 
rampaging force of nature, the horde poses a 
relatively straghtforward threat, with the 
added advantage of mobility. When running 
a horde, it’s even more important than usual 
to create the sense of relentless danger, the 
threat that simply will not let up. 
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The intelligent adversary 

Whether it’s a group of terrorists out to cause 
mayhem or a killer AI, the intelligent 
adversary adapts its attack in reaction to the 
Protagonists’ behaviour. When using an 
intelligent adversary you have a great 
opportunity to get creative. Have the 
adversary take someone hostage, or have 
them try to turn the Protagonists. Generally 
make sure you respond with initiative and 
variety, not just the mindless physical danger 
that characterises some other threat types. 

The intangible threat 

Non-physical threats call for a different 
approach. A virus, for instance, will kill 
innocents by the dozen, but you can’t 
heroically swing into action to save them, 
and the DM has limited ability to threaten the 
Protagonists without killing them outright. 

For these disasters, it’s a good idea for the 
DM to introduce a Villain. Perhaps she 
deliberately caused the disaster, or maybe 
started it by mistake and wants to cover this 
up. The Villain provides a foil and an active 
threat to keep the Protagonists busy. 

Of course, even intangible disasters needn’t 
be entirely about the Villain. In the movie 
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Outbreak! the Protagonists dealt with 
Bystanders trying to escape quarantine, bio-
hazard suits tearing, and the process of 
researching the cause of, and a cure to the 
virus. 

The structure of the game is a bit different 
with an intangible threat. Act II is less about 
rescuing Bystanders and more about fighting 
fire and a rising sense of panic as the 
disaster develops. Act III is likely to be less a 
desperate struggle against the threat itself, 
and more a race against the clock to stop it 
from going any further. 

Aftermath of the disaster 

The threat is a one-off event, like an 
aeroplane crashing into a mountain, or a 
bomb going off. When the disaster first hits, it 
will slay people with violent force; but the 
main part of the story we’re interested in is 
what happens afterwards. 

Like the intangible threat, this requires a 
different structure. You may find you’re 
almost jumping straight to Act III, as the 
game is mostly about the escape from the 
disaster zone. Deploy secondary threats and 
obstacles to keep things interesting. 

!39



Filmography 

Aliens 

Dante’s Peak 

Gremlins 

Jurassic Park 

Outbreak! 

Pandorum 

Speed 

The Poseidon Adventure 

Titanic 

The Thing 

The Towering Inferno 

Twister 

Volcano! 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