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“Who’s there?” Max bolted upright, straight from a dreamless sleep.

The sound that woke him lingered in his thoughts, a voice whispering in the dark. Hadn’t there been? Now, only the soft clicking of the living room clock tickled the silence—that, and Max’s pounding heart. After listening to the quiet tick-tock of the apartment for a moment, he sighed.  Slowly, his head settled on the pillow, but his eyes remained open. 

Random noises usually did not disturb his sleep. The hum of traffic on the street below, with the occasional revving engine or car horn, were background sounds that Max was used to. The neighbors were quiet, and not night owls. Even the four-year-old boy next door rarely registered in Max’s awareness. 

Whatever awakened him, real or imagined, was gone. Max counted the incident as done and closed his eyes. As the adrenaline rush subsided, he sensed a blanket of drowsiness slowly enfolding him, a return to sleep not far off. 

“Please respond again for verification.” 

“Dammit!” Max hissed, thrusting a foot to the floor and stabbing a finger at the bed table lamp. “What the hell?” Max shouted, switching on the lamp. “Who the hell is there?”

“Contact verified,” returned the mild voice. “Please standby for a representative.”

Max launched from bed and made a quick dash to the door, swatting at the light switch three times before remembering to turn it upward. 

Max was alone in the bedroom. 

Thundering into the living room, Max slapped the light switch near the kitchen space.

“Who are you?” he shouted, trying to sound menacing. “Where are you?” His heart pounding in lockstep with his stride, Max marched through the apartment—hallway, bathroom. Soon every room was lit. 

Max was alone.

Regrouping in the living room, grasping a baseball bat snatched from the umbrella stand at the front door, Max pulled himself to a stop and waited for the beating, rasping noise in his ears to die down a bit. 

“Hello?” said a voice, female. “Do we have contact here? Speak up, please. I need a matched phase lock on your subvocalized patterns, you being human and all. Hulloo?”

Max’s eyes darted about frantically as he tried to pin down where the voice was coming from. “What?” he gasped breathlessly.

“Ah, good! There you are. Ahem! I would like to introduce myself as Vixen Star. Who do I have the pleasure of speaking with today?”

“Where are you?” barked Max. “I know I’m not dreaming this!”

“Oh, no, not dreaming,” said the voice, jovially. “I’m real, you’re real, and this is really happening. I’ll explain everything. What shall I call you, though?” 

“Show yourself—come out!” was all Max could think to say. 

“I can’t do that, and I’ll tell you why: I’m seven hundred light years away on an entirely different planet. I am a representative of the Galactic Psychonic Network, and my assignment this morning is to throw a sales pitch at you. Now, shall I go through all the flashy and insulting advertising gimmicks they train us to hook you with, or do you just want me to serve up the meat of the thing? Though I’ll tell you, I’m a vegetarian.”

Max turned his back to the wall, grasping the bat handle firmly, but resting the other end on the floor. He raised his free hand and began to rub his forehead.

“Have I lost you?” said the voice. “Look, I’m not the most cut-throat salesperson here, but I have my convictions. We offer a product of excellence, and we don’t need to trick people into subscribing. You can—hang up, at any time. Just tell me to get lost. But it’s not going to cost you anything to listen, is it? Are you there?”

“I’m here,” whispered Max. “I just don’t think I’m awake.”

“We can’t have a conversation through your dreams unless you talk in your sleep. Otherwise, you can’t achieve the necessary level of subvocalization. Besides, you should be conscious when considering a purchase of any kind, I think you would agree. I’m glad you’re listening. Just rest up. I’ll talk at you a bit. Get comfy. Okay?”

Max shook his head. “I’m—listening.” 

“Excellent! As I said, my name is Vixen Star, super sales-maven of the Galactic Psychonic Network. That’s Vixen as in female fox, not vicious woman, by the way! It’s not my real name, but then my species doesn’t have a spoken language, not in the same way as yours. 

“You have been chosen as one of only a hundred human beings in your century to receive an offer of membership to the GPN. Should this make you feel special? Well, yes, it should—at least statistically. By the numbers, you’re in a group representing less than two-millionths of one percent of your species’ population, in an entire century. In the spirit of full disclosure, however, I will say that you were essentially drawn out of a hat.

“What is the Galactic Psychonic Network you may ask? Glad you asked! The GPN is a telepathic clubhouse for its subscribers to play in. It’s not very unlike your Internet social media, in a very real sense. You can communicate freely with other members of the Net; you can give your two cents’ worth in discussions that span the galaxy; you can receive and provide insights into life and reality—as well as afterlife and fantasy and religion and just about everything else—in an environment of extremely diverse cultures, philosophies, and outlooks. You can draw on wisdom and knowledge not yet conceived on your world, and you can impress other Net users with select pearls of wisdom and flashes of perceptiveness possibly unique to your culture.

“What we’re talking about is a personal link to a spectrum of cumulative thought that does not exist within any one culture, any one planet or community of planets. The rewards of membership are rich, and the cost is so cheap by comparison. What would you say so far? Sound good? Shall I go on? And please, what can I call you?”

Max did not answer immediately. After a moment he said simply, “Max. My name is Max.” He paused to take a long breath, then said, “Prove to me that I’m not hallucinating.”

“I can do that—Max—if you can prove to yourself that you aren’t sleeping.”

Max’s eyes flitted left, right. “You can?”

“Yes. Are you awake?”

“I’m awake—Vixen Star.” Max grunted mildly. “One thing about being awake, when you are, you know it.”

“Okay, Max, then we can do this. You’ll have to be patient, though. Do you know anything about astronomy?”

Max wagged his head back and forth. 

“Eh—I know a few constellations, and some names of stars.”

“Now you know another name: Vixen.” The voice that seemed somehow familiar to Max, and yet so new, laughed. “Anyway, Max, do you know what a supernova is?”

“An exploding star?”

“Excellent! A-plus! And, do you know how you would detect such an exploding star—say, if it wasn’t quite bright enough to see with your eyes?”

“With a telescope. Where’s this leading?”

“Well, Max, there’s a star in your sky, within the constellation Lepus, that is going to explode. Rather, it already exploded, almost twenty thousand years ago. My planet is closer to it than yours, and it’s a matter of recorded history that the star was observed to burst over six hundred of your years ago. Now, as my people excel at astrometry, and know the speed of light to even higher precision than yours do, I know that in about four of your days—give or take a few hours—the star in question will be observed to pop from your planet. Now, you can ask any of your astronomers and they will tell you that no one could foresee with this accuracy when a particular star will explode. I think your scientists predict such events to plus or minus a million years or so—well, plus, at any rate! Minus doesn’t make sense—I think. Simply put, your culture won’t know about the event until the light from the explosion reaches your planet. Right now, there is a wavefront of radiation approaching the Earth. It’s not terribly strong but will be visible to your eyes.

“So, remember, Max, four days, Lepus. Then you will have your proof, I think. Until then, think about what I’ve told you. I’ll contact you again in five days. Any questions?”

“Yes,” said Max, leaning the baseball bat against the wall. “If you’re as far away as you say you are, how are we communicating? Wouldn’t it take—seven hundred years, or something?” Max trailed off, suddenly unsure of what he was talking about. 

“Telepathy,” Vixen Star said simply, “and that’s really all I can tell you, given your level of understanding of such things. The greatest scientists of your planet have not begun to get a grip on faster-than-light physics, let alone non-temporant pan-phase entanglement. Plenty of fiction warping about—though I think fiction inventors are leaps and bounds ahead of scientists, even if they’re rarely in the same reality.”

“Uh-huh,” grunted Max. “How much does subscription cost?” He squinted his eyes, wondering when he started thinking of the conversation as a sales call. 

“Nothing tangible, Max, and nothing that you are required to give up. The payment we receive from active subscribers is a transcription of their memory. You get to keep the originals, but we copy the information for our own use, with the guarantee that any information acquired from your brain in this manner will not return directly—or indirectly if it is within our control—to your planet for five of your generations.”

“Memory....” Max trailed off.

“Think about it, Max. Watch for the supernova. Lepus rises above your local horizon just two hours before sunrise, so you should be able to see it. Use binoculars, maybe. It will be about half a degree northward from the brightest star in the constellation. I don’t know—if you record the time of the event and call some local observatory, you might get some publicity, if you’re into that kind of thing. Go back to sleep now, Max. I’ll talk to you again in five days. Bye!”

“Vixen Star?” Max stood stock still, but no reply came. 

Four days, Lepus—I can at least write down the info, thought Max, heading for his desk. 

“And,” he added under his breath, “I have some homework to do.”

* * *
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2:00 A.M. CAME EARLY.  

Max silenced his alarm and sat on the edge of the bed for a few moments. With his feet pressed grudgingly to the floor, he muddled through his reasoning for getting up. The voice that recommended an early morning star hunt was a four-day-old memory—ancient history for a conversation he only heard in his head, real or imagined. The warm bed and the chilly prospect of driving dark roads through the hills conspired to draw him back toward the pillow....

Shaking his head vigorously, Max shifted his weight to the soles of his feet in one heavy motion. He stood next to the bed for a moment rubbing his eyes, part of him still wondering what possessed him to be awake. Mostly awake. 

He sighed. If he were to take a vote on the decision, Max suspected the winning faction of one would send him back to bed immediately, on the simple and compelling argument that the situation was ludicrous. Responding to a voice in his head with a late-night—or early morning—sky-watching tour bordered on psychotic. 

Counterargument: Though suspicious of the voice’s authenticity, Max acknowledged that its only verifiable credentials were written in the stars, so to speak. A twenty-minute drive through the early morning dark to gaze at the sky for a few hours was not as simple as checking someone’s ID, but Max was the one who had demanded proof. 

Several book and movie plots flashed through his mind, stories where the principal character had to travel to the ends of the Earth, carrying one burden or another, solving this or that daunting riddle along the way, to achieve their goal. All Max had to do was drive up Skyline Boulevard, park on the side of the road, and sit. Not a huge sacrifice, even if the voice that sent him there was a hallucination.  

Max dressed, grabbed the knapsack he packed the evening before, and left the apartment. 

* * *
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LEPUS contained no remarkable stars or easily recognized patterns, as if the rabbit the constellation depicted was hiding in the grass of the night sky. Max only found it by matching what he saw through his binoculars with dots on the phone app he downloaded the day before. It helped that the stars lay directly below Orion, one of a handful of constellations he was familiar with. 

What would a supernova look like? A sudden flash? An expanding puff of smoke? Something less dramatic? Max had not researched this question during his sporadic internet crash course in astronomy. He might have paid a visit to the observatory to find an enthusiast to chat with, but did not feel the need. 

If, he mused as he peered through the binoculars, Vixen Star is what she says she is, then I’ll probably notice this explosion. If she’s seven hundred light years away and can predict when and where this thing will be seen from my point of view, she probably expects that I’ll be able to see it.

Vixen Star. That was an alias, she said. She did not have a spoken language, she said, at least in the way humans do. Offering the wisdom of the galaxy, for an oh-so-low price.... 

In his thirty-three years of life, nothing truly unusual had happened to Max—until Vixen Star, hallucination or extraterrestrial psychic salesperson, had given him a call. Max sighed. Now, he could scarcely believe he had driven miles from home in the early morning dark to park on a remote road and stare at the stars, all on the advice of that voice. 

Along with the star atlas app, Max downloaded an e-book on hallucinations. In Max’s personal book on life, the subject of disembodied voices, touches by ghostly fingers, and visions of things that were not there could be found in the same chapter with UFOs, Sasquatch, and the Loch Ness Monster. Max skimmed essays in the e-book written by clinical psychologists and their patients with a slightly lower level of skepticism. 

Some hallucinations, Max read, seemed to know facts that the hallucinator did not, such as where a lost item might be found. If someone knew a fact only subconsciously, Max speculated, it might be presented to them by a hallucination, giving the appearance of a real, independent entity. 

Max turned his own recent experience over and over in his mind, failing to find a flaw in this hallucination’s reality test. If brainiac astronomers could not predict a supernova four days before it became visible on Earth, any hallucination concocted by Max’s subconscious certainly could not. News of the event would have to travel faster than the speed of light, a physical impossibility according to theory—Einstein’s, no less. If he witnessed the celestial event on this brisk September morning, he would have to think more seriously about Vixen Star’s offer.

What would membership in a Galactic Psychonic Network mean? Max pondered the question as he would daydream about winning a Lotto jackpot. Vixen Star promised access to the knowledge of other civilizations, in return for what would cost Max virtually nothing: no-risk copy privileges of his memories.

What if other subscribers lived in cultures where technology exceeded human civilization? Could one capitalize on the information, get rich? Medical knowledge? Could an interstellar data port serve up remedies to disease, old age—death?

Max lowered his binoculars and dropped his gaze to the dashboard. What else might a galactic network make possible? If he belonged to a group of two-millionths of a percent of humanity in an entire century, he would be an extremely rare conduit for unearthly information—

Among a group—this century. 

Max’s mental calculator raised his eyebrows. He would be among a small group of humans, little more than a hundred, privy to the same information; an invisible, highly exclusive club, so secret that the members might not know their fellow Net-kateers.

He raised his binoculars and scanned the sky below Orion with renewed interest, skipping from the brightest star to the next brightest, and on down through the seven dots he memorized.

Max gasped. 

Not far from the brightest star shined a new dot. In a breathless moment, Max recounted the memorized star sequence to double check. There was still a new star.

“Nova—” he breathed. “Supernova. It’s real. It’s there. Vixen Star is real.” 

Max stared at the fiery spark for long moments trying to prove himself wrong, that he had miscounted, or that he had somehow missed the star before. Each time he concluded that he had made no error. 

“Real!” Max could not take his eyes off the new flicker of light in the sky. 

He lowered the binoculars to write down the time and sketch a quick dot-map of the star’s position. As soon as he figured out who to report it to, he would call in the discovery, and find out if anyone else had observed it. Now a visit to the observatory made more sense, if only to confirm that his sighting was not simply a rookie stargazer’s mistake.

The new star remained visible as it rose into the brightening twilight, and Max watched until he lost sight of it in the steely glow. 

* * *
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MAX PUSHED THROUGH his workday in an unproductive fog. Chain-drinking coffee kept him awake, but the caffeine haze hung around his head like a starchy veil. Keeping his mind on work was nearly impossible, and as the day went on, time seemed to slow down, taunting him to punch out early and sacrifice the remaining hours to sick leave.  

Now he lay wide awake in bed, eyes peeled in the dark, anticipating the promised call from Vixen Star. 

She would call back in five days, she said, though had not specified the hour. It was close to midnight when Max heard the voice the first time. As the bedside clock approached 12:00, Max became more alert, his eyes fixed on the glowing green digits in giddy anticipation. 

The clock changed to 12:00, and nothing happened. Max’s brow tightened. 

12:01—12:02. Only the tick of the living room clock and the low thrum of the city outside disturbed the silence. 

12:03—

“Hailing, please respond.” It was the first voice Max had heard, the neutral, androgynous one. 

“I’m here!” shouted Max. “I’m here! Do you hear me?”

“Contact verified. Please stand by for your representative.”

“Standing by!” Max grinned, explosively releasing a long-held breath. 

A moment passed, then the voice Max long awaited filled the air around him.

“Morning Max. How’s tricks?”

“Vixen Star! Great!” said Max. “And it’s not morning, here. It’s midnight.”

“I just got into work. It’s morning here. Our days aren’t in sync, and not the same length anyway. Later in your year, I’ll be arriving at work earlier and earlier in your day. And you can call me Vixen.”

“Vixen!” laughed Max, hopping out of bed and almost dancing to the living room. “I’m glad you called back. I’m glad you’re real! I’m glad I’m not insane.”

“You saw the supernova? Fab. Say, could you tell me the exact time of the event? An astronomer friend of mine would love to know the precise moment you encountered the primary light front. It helps the scientists test their precision.”

“Oh, sure,” said Max. “It was yesterday morning at 3:35, just where you said it would be.”

“Thanks. So, you want in? I’m sure you’ve been fantasizing the ‘what if this is for real’ possibilities since we first talked. Any questions?”

“Just one,” said Max. “I mean, a lot, actually, but I was wondering about the—fee. It might sound stupid, but I was trying to understand how the payment works. And, what is this guarantee you mentioned?”

“That’s the number one question I get,” laughed Vixen. “Let me put it into perspective for you, Max. Let’s say you spent your adult life up to this point writing a book—better yet, a hundred books. They contain everything you know, every tidbit of knowledge, every insight, every event that ever happened to you in fine detail. Even personal events, as you might write in a diary. The comprehensive autobiographical truth of you. Now, someone from Mars—better still, the other side of the galaxy—phones you up and offers you a hundred million dollars in exchange for sending them copies of these books. This extraterrestrial tells you that the information, both public and private, will never show up on Earth, guaranteed for a hundred years. 

“That’s it, Max. Sorry the analogy is so transparent, but I didn’t—wake up well this morning, so I’m not all that sharp right now. That’s the deal, except the hundred mill is in the form of access to limitless knowledge, and the copies of your life-books are psychonic transcripts of your brain.”

“How many memories do you want?” Max stood with arms folded, as if haggling over the price of a new car, but slowly nodded his head.

Vixen paused for a moment, then said, “Not memories, Max. Memory. The deal is all your memory. But it’s a moot point how many memories we copy. It only takes an hour of your time for a complete transcript.”

Max stopped nodding and drew in a long breath. 

“All of them, huh?”

“Oh, come on, Max,” said Vixen, becoming impatient in a good-natured way. “We’re not asking for your life’s savings of money—just photocopies of the cash. You get to keep the real stuff. We have a product of excellence, and we’ve set this up to be absolutely costless to our customers.”

“Okay, Vixen. I see your point. Tell me what you do with these memories.”

“Now you’re talkin’, Max. The answer is simple. The GPN is not our only business—in fact, it’s only one cog in a larger machine. We’re the acquisition branch. We acquire memory from sentient creatures all over the galaxy as input to the greatest encyclopedia the universe has ever known.” Vixen ended her sentence with prideful flourish.

“Encyclopedia?” Max’s face twisted. He could not decide whether to laugh or take her seriously.

“Well, let’s call it an interactive database of higher thought that spans the galaxy. Your own memory transcript would be added to a far vaster collection of brainwork than exists in all the people of any one world. The Encyclopedia serves our clients as a virtual omniscience at their beckoning whim.”

“You mean,” Max said nervously, “I would get to be omniscient?”

“Oh, no,” laughed Vixen. “Sorry Max, I should have mentioned that our clients who use the Encyclopedia pay for it with tender of substantial value. That’s our bread-and-butter-pickles. I’m sorry to say that you don’t have the necessary payment for that product. However, being on the GPN is a limited form of omniscience, and at virtually no cost!”

“I see,” said Max, pensively, but again nodding. “And—I’m in Vixen. I’ll do it.”

“Great! Made another sale. Ka-ching! Chalk up another one for the Vix! Ring the bell, boys.”

“Vixen,” said Max, collapsing onto the couch and closing his eyes. “Will we ever meet?” 

There was a moment of silence, then Vixen said softly, “Max, it would take me thousands of years to reach your planet, and you won’t live that long. Besides,” she tittered, “you don’t know what I look like.” 

“I envision a young, attractive woman, actually.”

There was another pause. “Max, the voice never matches the face, even in psychonic communication. Especially then. The only reason I can communicate with you in your language is through the GPN’s vast knowledge of your world. I don’t appear human at all. There are very few planetary species that even resemble another that closely. You probably wouldn’t find me as attractive as the picture you’ve painted. But it doesn’t matter; we’ll never meet in person. Just go on envisioning me as you like.”

Max drew a slow, deep breath, held it a moment, then exhaled. Opening his eyes, he stared wistfully at the ceiling. 

“I understand, Vixen. I—guess the image I have of you was inspired by your sales technique.”

“I’ve aptly named myself, Max.” Vixen laughed again. 

“So, when do I get to start using the Network?”

“Almost immediately. First, the payment, of course. Go to bed, Max. I’ll keep the link open and transcribe your memory. When you wake up the transaction will be complete, and a quick-start wizard will appear in your active memory.”

“Quick-start wizard? Active memory? Sounds like computer jargon.”

“Naturally our translator selects words you are familiar with. In the morning, you’ll understand. The quick-start wizard will be the first thing to boot up when you wake. It will guide you through the various installed icons and stand ready to answer most Network-related questions.”

“Wizard, huh?” Max drummed his fingers on the couch arm for three rolls. “Will I be able to talk to you again?”

“I’m on the Net, Max. I’m a user. I can’t spend much time yacking with you while I’m at work, but see what luck you have on my off time. Now, Max, go to sleep. Don’t bother to brush your teeth or anything, I have to get this thing rolling. When you’re ready, just close your eyes and I’ll take it from there.”

Had Vixen Star’s demeanor shifted from friendly to curt? Max was not sure. 

Now that she’s made the sale, he thought, maybe the friendliness factor isn’t as important—that, or there’s a time crunch involved. I could still pull out of the deal. 

No, there was no pulling out. Vixen Star was a pro, and Max was hooked. 

Max went to his bedroom and laid down on the bed. Closing his eyes, he found himself suddenly very sleepy. Only moments before, he was riding a caffeinated wave of insomnia. Now, it seemed Vixen Star had pressed the sleep button—
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Sunlight creeping through the bedroom curtains woke Max at 7:05. 

Opening his eyes, he found himself—refreshed. It was an unfamiliar sensation, this early in the morning. Usually, Max would fumble around the apartment for ten minutes before the sand fell from his eyes, and the coffee pot had to be half-empty before he declared himself officially awake. And there was never actual refreshment. 

“Where’s the—” he said aloud, “the—quick-start wizard?” Max sat up and made a visual sweep of the bedroom. “Some kind of Easter egg, or hidden icon? How do I unhide it?” Max blinked his eyes a few times. “Uh,” he said tentatively. “Icon? Open? Help, Mr. Wizard?”

“Standing by,” intoned a medium-pitched, gender-neutral voice, the same that hailed Max before each of his chats with Vixen Star. Max swept the room with his eyes again, but he was alone.

“A verbal interface, then,” he said. 

“The verbal command function,” said the Wizard, “is available while you acquaint yourself with the interface environment. Permanent textural icons will activate when you become more familiar with it.”

“Textural icons—uh, okay. How do I log in, by voice?”

“A translator file has been established with the GPN to allow you to give commands in an intuitive fashion. Log onto the Network by closing your eyes and saying, ‘log on’. You will hear a prompt. With your eyes closed, issue simple commands. To speak without command emphasis, open your eyes. When you are finished with a session, close your eyes and say, ‘log off’.”

“Sounds simple,” said Max, resting his head on the pillow. “Let’s give it a try.” Closing his eyes as instructed, Max said, “Log on.”

About fifteen seconds passed before the Wizard’s voice returned. 

“Log on established.”

Keeping his eyes closed, Max said, “What—are my options?”

“You may register a general message,” replied the Wizard. “You may review recent general messages. You may establish your Network identity. You may hail a specific Network user. You may deliver a message to a Network representative. You may access and review the FAQ link and the contractual GPN usage disclosures and immunities that by logging onto the Network you implicitly agree to. You may replay this menu.”

Max reviewed the menu in his head, then said, “Replay the menu,” snatching a pad of paper and pencil from the bed stand and scribbling down a keyword for each menu item. 

“Well, then, I would like to hail a Network user.” Nothing happened. For a moment Max felt abandoned, then he remembered to close his eyes.

“Do I really have to close my eyes to give commands?” he said under his breath.

“Only in quick-start mode,” replied the Wizard. “Once your permanent dashboard is activated, you may issue commands and communicate by subvocalization, and with your eyes open.”

“Oh,” said Max. “Fine. Well, then, I would like to hail a Network user.”

“Please state the identity of the user you wish to hail,” said the Wizard, smooth to
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