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Martha was staring out the kitchen window, steam from her coffee mug occasionally 

distorting her view of the backyard. From the outside, it probably appeared like she wasn't 

looking at anything in particular, just lost in her thoughts. In reality, she was looking at the 

garishly-colored plastic jungle gym, remembering all of the times that Shermie spent hours 

climbing every inch of it; her mind adding his image as he played Luke Skywalker or Indiana 

Jones or Iron Man, the playset becoming an appropriate setting for his adventures. The hand 

holding the mug briefly shook, and a few drops of coffee splashed into the sink. 

The eight-year-old boy looked up from his overflowing bowl of Lucky Charms. “Mom?” 

This word was still so foreign to Martha. Her little guy had only recently begun using it 

instead of Mommy. She broke her trance and replied, “Yes?” 

“Is it 36?” 

She smiled. “No, Honey. That would be nice, though.” 
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Sherman jabbed his spoon into the bowl and gave his usual response: “Darn.” 

 

*     *     * 

 

They were sitting together on the couch, watching one of those sitcoms about a “typical” 

American family. As usual, the husband was a bumbling idiot, the wife was always frazzled and 

the kids were smarter than everybody. Sherman was glued to it, laughing just as loud as the 

canned track accompanying the show. Martha was only half-watching while she absent-mindedly 

flipped through the latest issue of People on her tablet. 

A commercial break started and Sherman looked over at the photo on the lone bookshelf, 

the one that sat on the top shelf in front of the blu-rays he wasn’t allowed to watch. While still 

staring at the picture, he asked, “Tell me about Dad, again?” 

Martha’s eyes instinctively went right to the same photo. The silver frame had been a 

wedding present. From who, she couldn’t remember. Someone who couldn’t make it to the 

ceremony. The photo was from their honeymoon. While it was an extremely close shot of their 

faces, you could still make out Niagara Falls behind them. A sappy destination choice? Yes. But 

that was Phil. Sappy to the core. Besides, the picture always made her smile, which she found 

herself doing at that moment. 

“He was kind. So kind. The kindest man I had ever met. That’s not to say he didn’t have 

a temper, but he was reserved about it. Knew when to allow his anger to show and when it was 
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best to keep a cool head. He could make people feel like they were old friends within the first ten 

minutes of meeting him. He was a true prince among men. 

"We waited to get married until we had decided to have a child." She began stroking 

Sherman’s hair, “You got a lot of your looks from my side. My hair. My nose. My eyebrows. 

But you got his smile, his laugh and, best of all, his eyes. I see him every time I look at you. It’s 

the best present he ever gave me.” 

The boy finally turned to look at her with those beautiful blue eyes. He smiled and her 

heart melted. She blinked away the tears and said, “Hey, I just realized. You haven’t made a 

guess today.” 

“I know,” he replied, turning back to the TV. “I didn’t really feel like it.” 

“That’s OK. There’s nothing that says you have to. Although, you can’t save them up, 

you know? Only one per day.” 

“I know,” he said, his attention more on the show. 

Later that night, as she was tucking him into bed, Sherman suddenly gave her a huge, 

toothy grin and asked, “Is it 1,000,000?” 

She couldn’t help laughing. “No, you big goof. Not even close.” 

“Darn.” Now he was laughing, too. 

She kissed his forehead and said, “Night night, my little dumpling.” 

 

*     *     * 
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Martha was flipping through a physical copy of the same People she had on her tablet, 

but it was just so she had something to do while waiting. It was the only magazine in the rack she 

had any interest in perusing, the others for adults being of the vapid, fashion-centric variety. 

Sherman was sitting on the floor in front of her, wrapped up in the hidden picture page of a 

Highlights. 

She was starting to get worried about The Game. It had been almost a month since she 

had explained the rules and given him all the clues she was allowed. Despite his age – he was 

almost too young to be ready, but that couldn’t be helped – she was certain he should’ve been 

able to guess it, by now. He was much smarter than most kids his age. Martha knew it was not 

just the homeschooling, but that a lot of it had to do with his genes. 

As if he knew what she was thinking, Sherman turned and, before she could stop him, 

blurted out, “Is it 3278?” 

Her throat had gone instantly dry and her heart started pounding furiously when she heard 

those first two words. Thank God he got the number wrong. She put her right hand over her chest 

and tried to get her breathing back to a normal rate. She swallowed a couple times, and when her 

throat was ready she scolded, “What did we say about playing the game in public?” 

He realized his mistake and his expression changed, making him look like she had just 

slapped him. He sniffled, dropped his head in shame and whispered, “Sorry, Mommy.” 

She scooped him up into her arms and held him tight. “It’s OK, Dumpling,” Martha 

reassured. “It’s OK. We just have to be so careful. It’s very important to me that we are.” 
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She was still holding him minutes later, gently stroking his head, when the young nurse 

opened the door and said, “He’ll see you, now.” 

 

*     *     * 

 

Sherman had been in a down mood the rest of the day after they returned home. He went 

to bed early, but Martha saw a low glow of light coming from under his door when she walked 

past on her way to her own room. He was probably under his covers, reading a comic by 

flashlight. Normally she disapproved of him staying up late like this, but she let it go that night. 

His mood didn’t improve the next day, either. He moped around the house, starting to 

play with a toy or read a book, only to abandon after a few minutes. He spent a lot of time in his 

room, too, with his door shut, which he almost never did during the daytime. As dinnertime 

neared, Martha was getting worried. She decided to coax him out with his favorite meal: Mac 

and cheese with slices of hot dogs. 

As the food was getting close to done, she called up the stairs. When he responded that 

he’d be down in a minute, she realized it was the first time she’d heard his voice all day. She had 

taken the pot off the heat and was stirring in the weenies when she heard his soft steps enter the 

kitchen. 

“Mom?” 

She barely glanced at him over her shoulder. “Yes, Honey?” 
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Sherman didn’t want to say what he had to say. He just watched his mother continue to 

stir as he built up the courage. Eventually, he took a deep breath and just went for it. 

“Is it 406?” 

Martha froze. 

The wave of sensation hit Sherman and everything went black… 

 

*     *     * 

 

Sherman was floating in the darkness. 

Though, not really. 

He somehow was aware that all of this was only in his mind, that his physical body was 

still in the kitchen. 

Out of the black came his mother's voice: 

I knew you could figure it out, Sherman. You are now ready to learn about who we are 

and from where we came. 

The darkness exploded into brilliant light. Streams of color spread all around him, more 

colors than in the biggest box of crayons he had ever seen. 

Just as suddenly as it started, everything settled down and he was floating near a planet 

with three moons. The planet was spider webbed by a continual throb of lights, like veins in 

some electrical beast. 
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Our people came from the planet Esporia. It was in a galaxy many, many light years from 

Earth. We were a race of scientists, our society completely dependent on technology. Most of the 

planet's surface was covered by sprawling cities, with very little of the natural landscape left. 

The planet zoomed toward Sherman, and he found himself within its upper atmosphere. 

Just as his mother's voice had said, shiny metal buildings covered everywhere, connected by 

gleaming roadways. Cars glided along them as if on a gust of air, and there were even cars flying 

through the sky, making the longer trips. It reminded him of the planet Coruscant in the Star 

Wars movies 

This was our eventual undoing, as Esporia began to rapidly die. The leaders of the Four 

Realms gathered their greatest scientists together to solve the problem. When it was finally 

decided that nothing could be done to save our home, four massive vessels were built. 

The scene changed and Sherman saw four powerful-looking men, one of whom with eyes 

as blue as his own, sitting in thrones. Several men in long, hoodless robes stood before the 

foursome, pointing at a hologram display. He could hear what they were saying, but most of the 

words were too big for him to understand. The hologram showed plans for a huge spaceship. 

Things shifted again, and he was in a warehouse. Hundreds of people were frantically 

constructing one of those spaceships. 

They were initially designed to carry everyone in their respective Realm, yet the ships 

took too long to build. By the time they were ready, only a fraction of our population was still 

alive. 
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Sherman was back in the upper atmosphere, only this time the planet looked completely 

different. The sky was dark with fumes. Much of the lower levels of the cities were in ruins, and 

a crumbling rot was creeping up the sides of the buildings. 

No cars floated along the roadways, anymore, and the only vehicles flying through the 

sky were the four spaceships. 

The vessels set off in four different directions, hoping to find a planet on which we could 

all settle and maybe start fresh, having learned our lesson. We didn't know how long the journey 

would take, and we were very much aware of the limited confines in which we would be living. 

So, to keep the population on the vessels under control, our bioengineers developed a way to 

alter our genetic structure and grant us a provisional immortality. 

The inside of the spaceship felt so empty. So much area for so few people, even though 

they still numbered in the thousands. Sherman watched a man and woman talk to each other on a 

bench, holding hands, their fingers entwined. 

An Esporian would live forever, until that time they found the one person they loved so 

much they wished to reproduce with them. When conception occurs, the immortality marker in 

our genes is transferred from parents to child, allowing the parents to then age normally. 

He watched a sped up timeline of the couple: 

The woman holding a baby in a hospital, the man sitting on the bed beside her. 

The couple chasing after a little girl as she ran down a wide hallway. 

The couple, looking much older now, watching a young woman accept a rolled document 

from an official looking man. 
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The young woman, looking no different, standing with her head on the shoulder of the 

man, who now looked like Sherman's friend Jimmy's grandpa. The man had his arm around her 

waist. They were watching out a window as a long container floated away into space. Both were 

crying. 

It took many of what you know as centuries before we came across Earth. As we were 

exploring to see if it was suitable for our needs, our vessel suffered damage from a passing 

comet and we were forced to abandon it. 

The crippled spaceship hovered above Earth, and was rapidly breaking apart. Several 

smaller ships were shooting out of its sides, heading toward the planet below. 

We had no initial intention of settling on Earth, since we were searching for uninhabited 

worlds so as not to disrupt an existing ecosystem. Luckily, the atmosphere could sustain us. 

Earth was still very primitive then and, in order to avoid affecting the natural evolution, we had 

to abandon a great deal of our technology, sinking our escape pods to the bottom of what is now 

called the Mariana Trench. We decided to live among Earthlings as equals. 

He saw the Realm King with the eyes like his standing on a cliff, surveying the sea that 

stretched out before him. A stunning woman with flowing chestnut hair done in loose curls 

appeared next to him, holding a boy no older than toddler age. Sherman didn't need to hear what 

his mother said next to know who the child was. 

Your father was the son of our Realm's leader. We didn't meet until well after we had 

both come of age, but that instant we saw each other… 

His father was shopping in a marketplace. While examining an apple from a cart, his gaze 

was caught by the vision of his mother. She was trying on a light orange scarf at another booth. 
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The breeze caught the edge of the silk, pulling it away from her face. 

Martha looked up and saw Philip. 

She smiled. 

He smiled. 

Sherman now knew what his mother meant. 

He smiled with them. 

In order to live among the Earthlings without raising suspicion, it was decided that only 

the families of the members of the Council of the Realm would perpetuate our immortality. The 

rest of our people would allow their children to live, procreate and die just like Earthlings, with 

no knowledge of their heritage. 

When the period known as the Industrial Revolution began, our people knew what this 

could mean for Earth. It would be in danger of dying the same way Esporia had. In the early 

1900s, we called a meeting of the Council of the Realm to discuss our options. 

Sherman's parents sat in the largest chairs at a round table. Eight other couples filled the 

other chairs. "I believe," his father began, "we must finally prepare for the eventuality that Earth 

will need our interference. We all knew this time would come someday, and it may be closer 

than we'd like. Maybe not within the next century, but certainly in the following." 

It occurred to Sherman he didn't remember what his father's voice sounded like. He 

hoped his own would sound just as commanding when he was older. 

"We will need to find the most intelligent and clever of our offspring, and teach them our 

history so they may help the Earthlings avoid the mistakes we made on Esporia. From this point 
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on, all Esporian families are allowed to let their children keep their immortality until it is 

determined whether they will be of benefit to this mission." 

"How will this determination be made?" one of the other men asked. 

"We will revive The Paragorns." 

The scene faded away and the darkness returned.  

The Paragorns were puzzles used back on Esporia to discover a child's aptitude, so they 

knew what path they would be taking with their schooling. The Paragorns ranged in difficulty. 

The most challenging were given first. If they passed those, children were put on the path to 

become the highest ranking scientists. If they failed, then they were given the next difficulty level 

Paragorns, and so on. We revised the most challenging for our purposes here on Earth, and only 

used those. If a child didn't pass, then they continued their life as a mortal and were never told of 

their heritage. 

The Numbers Game was your Paragorn. 

A moment from his own memory appeared, yet seeing it from the outside this way, like 

the previous scenes, was jarring to Sherman. 

His mother handed him two sheets of paper. "On the first page are the clues. They are the 

only help I can give. I can't answer any other questions you may have. On other page are the 

rules. The most important is this first one." She pointed at the top of the list. "Whatever you do, 

don't make any guesses when we aren't here at home." 



The	Numbers	Game		Fudge		12	
	

The Paragorns are usually given once an Esporian has come of age, which happens 

around nineteen or twenty. This is the point in the Esporian life cycle where they stop physically 

aging. Unfortunately, my own situation is such that I couldn't wait. 

Another memory moment, with Martha holding him tight in the waiting room. The nurse 

opened the door and said, "He'll see you, now." 

His mother gave Sherman one more squeeze before setting him back on the floor. "Stay 

here and be a good boy. Finish your magazine. I'll only be a little while." 

He nodded and she followed the nurse. 

I'm very sick. If you hadn't been able to solve The Paragorn, I wouldn't have lived more 

than another year. As it is, this mind transfer will drain all of my remaining life force energy, 

and this will be the last time I'll ever talk to you. 

"No!!!" 

I'm afraid so. 

Gradually, an image of his mother appeared, but she looked younger, more like she did 

when she met his father, like she did in the photograph on the bookshelf. There was a golden 

glow around her and Sherman still heard her voice, but her mouth never moved. 

That is why I had to issue The Paragorn early, so you knew who you were and what 

destiny may have in store for you. You must unify and lead your people, get them to help save the 

Earthlings from themselves. Some of the Council was resistant to your father's plan. They think 

we can still wait things out, see where Earth ends up on its own, and maybe, when their 
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technology reaches a similar level to what we knew on Esporia, we can build a new vessel and 

rejoin our brethren. 

Unfortunately, there is no way for us to know if any of them are still out there, if any of 

the other ships even found a planet to call home. There is also no way of knowing if there are any 

other planets that can sustain us. We have found a home, a good home that has been good to us 

for centuries. We can't let it potentially die. That is why you must be the one who shows them our 

way is the right path. 

His mother reached out, cupping the side of his face. 

Her hand felt radiantly warm. He leaned into it. 

You are so young, and that is going to make what you need to do so much harder. But I 

have faith in you. I believe you can succeed, just as I believed you could solve The Paragorn 

despite your age. Another thing you got from your father was his intelligence. 

"What do I do first?" 

When you wake, you will find all of the information you need is in your mind. Including 

who you need to seek out and where to find them. They will take you in, teach you how to sort 

through and use this new knowledge. They can be trusted and will be invaluable to you. 

Martha's image flickered. 

I'm running out of time. 

"No!" Sherman threw his arms around her waist. "You can't go! I won't let you!" 

Oh, Dumpling, I wish beyond wishing that I could stay. I want so much to see the man I 

know you will become, but it's not up to either of us. 
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She put her fingertips under his chin and lifted his face to look at her. 

Just remember, I love you more than anything in the universe, and I will always be in 

your heart. Just listen to it, follow wherever it guides you, and you will never go wrong. 

He nodded, then he hugged her tight for one last time. His eyes were closed, but he could 

feel her beginning to fade. "Mommy?" 

Yes, my darling? 

"What did the number mean?" 

What do you think it was? 

Sherman took a moment to think about it. "Your age." 

Martha smiled, leaned in and kissed the top of her son's head. 

Exactly right, my angel. 

With that, his mother was gone. 

 

*     *     * 

 

Sherman opened his eyes and found he was still standing in the kitchen. 

His mother had been right: His mind was filled with all kinds of new information. Names 

and images and ideas all swimming around and around, making it hard to concentrate. He felt so 

much older, too. He decided he needed a glass of water and moved toward the sink. 
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That's when he saw her. 

Martha's body lay upon the floor, the spoon she had been stirring with loosely clutched in 

her right hand. She was smiling and her face looked so peaceful. Sherman sat down, lifted her 

upper body to him and hugged her tighter than he ever had. 

He whispered, "Darn." 

He cried until the last of his tears had dried upon his cheek. 

 

The End 


