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  Preface




  November 2025




   




  A Note on Evolution and Re-Awakening




  




  Initially conceived in 2014 and first published in 2015, Cold Star serves as the foundation for The Carina Reality series. The story was always meant to be more than entertainment, and what began as speculative fiction outgrew the genre. A dark exploration of pandemics, alien encounters, and the hidden motives of power, The Carina Reality, at its heart, is science fiction layered with social commentary, conspiracy theories, and a healthy dose of “what if?”




  An author I admire said, “Carina is not your everyday science fiction. You make the reader think about what it might be like to gain superpowers and interact with aliens.” 




  That spirit guided these stories.




  Time makes demands, and the world bows to them. The pandemic, new technologies, and shifts in how we understand power made parts of the original story feel less like speculation and more like unsettling echoes of reality. Some of the lighter moments no longer fit. With that in mind, I rewrote and reimagined the series, keeping the heart of the story intact while shaping it for the world we live in now.




  The result is a science fiction space opera with the pulse of a thriller. Fans of conspiracy theories and spy epics will feel at home. Readers looking for romance will find sparks, and those drawn to fantasy or Ancient Alien theory will discover plenty to fuel their imagination. More than science fiction, The Carina Reality is an entertaining commentary on our existence. Who we are. How we treat each other. What it might mean to engage with aliens.




  Also, for those who enjoy the hunt, pop culture Easter eggs are hidden throughout.




  This is the story I first imagined. This is also the story rewritten within the world we now know.




   




  




  




  




  Prologue




  “Everyone has a plan, 'till they get punched in the mouth.”




  Mike Tyson




   




  With the tilt of my coffee mug and a silent nod, I committed my life to ending the slaughter before it could begin. Agreeing to fight with your life is surprisingly straightforward. It’s an uncomplicated commitment when the alternative is worse than death. I retain the scars that prove what I’m telling you happened.




  How did I come to write about the events that saved humanity? The answer is simplistic. I lack the personality that would allow me to mind my own business. I suffer from an eidetic memory. The affliction of an eidetic memory means you remember everything you experience. If I’m not careful, the volume of information swirling in my brain prevents common sense from emerging and keeping me out of trouble.




  Who was targeted for eradication?




  Nearly all of humanity.




  When I decided to fight, I’d known the team with whom I fought for less than two days. They were an exciting two days, and the following weeks were nothing less than spectacular. This story began several months before I met the counter-terrorism team. Oddly, this tale contains no ogres, fairies, or other fanciful creatures.




  The alien contact, that’s real.




  




  




  




  Part One




  Biomass: Noun




  The amount of living matter




  in a unit area or volume of habitat.




  




  




  




  Chapter One




  The dark-blue Python boots are hard to miss. He probably isn’t Canadian and, without a doubt, has never heard of Don Cherry. On the sports page of the folded newspaper, under the hockey results, he is scribbling random digits.




  The man in 4A has a pressed Oxford button-down shirt, white with thin red stripes, and clean jeans. His snow-white hair is cut close. Designer bifocals, an expensive pen, and he is pounding Jack on the rocks.




  I liked the guy seated in 4A.




  Am I mired in some form of subconscious racial profiling? Nah, this isn’t some simple-minded profiling. This guy is a professional, and I couldn’t stop watching him doodle all over the newspaper. Large quantities of gin could not push the question from my head.




  Why was he increasingly agitated with each new scribble?




  It’s obvious now. All I had to do was go back to watching a movie or reading some more Jim Butcher and forget about the nutbag. Henceforth, the guy who is about half a bubble off plumb will be referred to as 4A. Yeah, 4A is likely an obsessive-compulsive and nuttier than a five-pound fruitcake.




  Why could he not stop scribbling arbitrary notations all over the sports page? The flight was a little over two hours, and 4A didn’t get up. He didn’t eat, and I counted a minimum of four Jack with ice.




  Admirably, 4A only took his eyes off the newspaper to order more whiskey.




  Mind your own business is an excellent motto.




  Who lives by mottos?




  It was Super Bowl Sunday. The girlfriend and I were on our way to visit friends for a long weekend. I created a mental note to retrieve the Saturday and Sunday papers when I return to Fort Worth. My subconscious is working overtime. After meeting our friends, I spent most of the brief vacation thinking about 4A, the numbers he scribbled, and looking at the clock. I couldn’t wait to get home and determine if there is meaning to the numbers that disturbed 4A.




  Who is nuttier than a five-pound fruitcake?




  I’m ahead of myself and the story.




  Despite being several rows back, when the Pavlovian chime rang, 4A pushed 4B and 3C aside in his rush to the front of the aircraft. More unsettling was the scene at the gate. 4A cut the line in front of the gate agent, requesting that the agent sell him a return ticket to Dallas/Ft Worth.




  He landed two minutes ago and is loudly demanding a return ticket on the outbound flight.




  The man from 4A had an accent I couldn't quite place. Possibly an English brogue muted by living a long time in Texas?




  I considered leaving 4A’s leather attaché in the overhead.




  The attaché joined my roll-aboard and remarkably cool Jacaru Explorer hat. The pouch resembles a bicycle messenger's bag, not a typical businessman’s attaché. A large flap conceals two inner compartments and a zippered center pocket. Real brass clasps secured the supple tan leather. On the long cover flap were the initials B.E.W.




  Of course, I hand over the attaché after covertly peeking at the contents. Without acknowledging my existence, 4A accepts the bag and returns to forcing a seat on an oversold flight.




  All of this means nothing more than 4A has a name and probably a decent job or a wife prone to giving expensive gifts. The meaningful part was the letterhead. One of the two large inner pockets was empty, and the other contained A4-sized papers. On the pages, an embossed letterhead: Morningstar Pharmaceuticals.
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  It occurred to me that a letterhead with limited contact information was unusual in context and design. I thought it was a new marketing model. It seemed reasonable. The lack of standard contact information should have been my first clue. I was too focused on remembering the scribbling and distracted by 4A’s piercing demands. I remember little of the visit with friends or of the Super Bowl. After a two-hour weather delay, we arrived home in the early evening of the Wednesday after the Super Bowl.




  Buying a week-old newspaper was easy when people habitually read the daily newspaper. Now, however, you must go to the publisher’s offices. Everything is a trudge in the Dallas/Ft Worth Metroplex. In the Metroplex, it’s often a thirty-minute, one-way drive. If you’re lucky, the grocery store isn’t more than a couple of miles from your house.




  I trudge over to Dallas proper and buy two copies of each of the newspapers from the prior week, the Friday through Sunday papers. Why copies of Friday’s newspaper also? It never hurts to be compulsive. Wait, not compulsive. I mean, it never hurts to be thorough.




  Newspapers are printed using low-quality paper with ink that rubs off your fingers. Buying multiple copies of each day’s newspaper is my being, as always, over-prepared for little reason and limited purpose. Scanning the sports page with hockey scores and sticking the sheets together is quick. Reading the scores for hints and remembering 4A’s scribble patterns proved to be a grind, yet it also served as an effective sleep aid.




  I know what you think. I’m not a compulsive bag of hammers. The point of this will arrive soon.




  It varies slightly from one newspaper to another and from one publication to another. Hockey box scores contain various statistics, and many newspapers include extensive data on these statistics. Games played, goals, assists, points, occasionally penalty minutes, goals for, goals against, and plus/minus. You understand the gist.




  There are thirty-two teams in the National Hockey League. Each team plays eighty-two games. Each team roster has twenty-three players for the game. The combination of data points results in a staggering number. It was over five months before I determined what 4A was doing with the numbers.




  Of course, it took them only two days to shoot at me.




   




  




  




  




  




  




  Chapter Two




  Whoa, cowboy, let’s not get ahead of the story. Trying to remember 4A’s frantic scribble patterns and deciphering the thousands of numbers was a herculean effort. The secret is I enjoy creating spreadsheets and performing what-if analysis.




  You probably concluded correctly that I’m a pseudo-geek and not a bag of hammers.




  The reality is more mundane. I’m another thirty-something former corporate drone living in a suburb of Fort Worth, Texas. Who, like most people, is trying to find meaning in why I live in Texas with its damned hot and sticky summers. Someone whose girlfriend seemed to arrive one day and never left. The new normal, live the American dream from the home office during daylight and from the couch when Breaking Bad is on the TV.




  The thing about being a technology and statistics wannabe geek is the inherent willingness to maintain a dogged pursuit of getting to an answer. Plugging numbers into a spreadsheet is easy peasy. Creating formulae to evaluate the numbers is also relatively simple. Getting to a meaningful answer, not so much.




  Grinding numbers is what the bookmakers in Las Vegas do when creating the Betting Line or Vegas Line. Of course, several times, I became sidetracked into chasing down what I thought might be an edge over the Vegas Line.




  Of course, there was no edge in the hockey betting lines, and I wasted a couple of weeks and a few grand. That is another story.




  The more I examined the data, the more determined I became to find a solution. I never considered quitting the analysis. It became my go-to hobby. It was three full months of pivoting the data in every way possible before an epiphany showed me the direction. As often claimed, the breakthrough was exceedingly simple, laughably straightforward.




  First, an epiphany isn’t always a lightning-bolt event. I assert that an epiphany starts with a simple thought or idea, which leads to another thought or idea. Ideas coalesce faster and faster until the answer is illuminated in your mind’s eye so brightly that you think it’s lightning or enlightening.




  I looked for games with more data points, like a high number of penalty minutes, and continued to expand my research. Using pivot tables, weighted averages, and standard deviations, I achieve a result.




  Enough! I bored myself, and being bored is a self-inflicted insult.




  It took me months to comprehend something markedly simple: 4A wasn’t doing any fancy statistical calculations. What was he doing, and where was this leading?




  It took months to achieve this enlightening two-part realization. First, it's not the sum or specific numbers that were the significant factors.




  The relative position of the numbers on the sports page was vital. Second, the tally 4A created was not a total. It was a perfect day when I realized I was not looking for a word.




  You can also put your size twelve Justins in the oven. That doesn’t make them biscuits. I would never bake my Justins; they’re the most comfortable boots I have ever worn.




  What do I do now? It took me three more weeks to learn the next clue, and it was the first conscious inkling that I should be worried. Once I confirmed the tally and how 4A used the data, correctly determining the relative position of the significant numbers was a piece of cake.




  About seventeen weeks into my go-to hobby, I had become all-in. Somehow, I had continually ignored the clue that 4A was intelligent, appeared educated, and took pride in his appearance. Au contraire, mon amie, I thought 4A was a bag of hammers. My snootiness and willful ignorance prevented me from focusing correctly. I failed to see the reality of 4A’s anxiety.




  Inkling is the correct word. I had an inkling of an idea. How was I to know the trace of worry I experienced was significant at the time? Often, knowing an item's reality can be frightening and is ignored.




  Frequently, facts are not vital until the truth becomes crucial. A critical truth makes an alarming fact meaningful and promotes a notion from meaningless to worrisome.




  Genuine focus, or being in the zone, is an excellent state of consciousness. If you haven’t been fortunate enough to have been in the zone at least once, I strongly urge you to find a passion. Work until you achieve a state of being in the zone. The zone is pure, sweet, natural, and has a non-narcotic euphoria. When the zone stops, you know it. Everything around you returns to normal speed, and you’re left with the uncomfortable reality of being average.




  Being in the zone during data analysis lasted long enough that I was exhausted when I exited it.




  I slept for a day and a half.




  I should have stayed in bed.




   




  




  




  




  




  




  Chapter Three




  I wrote that I was all-in at about seventeen weeks of more on than off analysis. That isn’t entirely true. Only a dolt would think he’s not all in after two weeks of ten to twelve hours per day on a single problem. I gave all my free time to the project for over four months. The Las Vegas detours aside.




  What did I gain from the effort? The elusive answer matters to a pseudo-geek with a few obsessive-compulsive tendencies. I purchased an expensive graphics card to handle the large newspaper images in digital format. Yes, I failed to keep it between the lines and took a hard right turn off the logic road.




  I landed face down in the all-in ditch.




  I assessed the digital images, which enabled me to analyze the data without consuming large quantities of printer paper and expensive ink. The full page of data gave me the mental hint that the tally was not accurate. A hash-mark tally is four vertical, parallel lines representing the numbers one through four. The number five is a diagonal slash. Hash tallies help when performing a simple count. A hash count of five looks like this:




   




  [image: Hash Count Example]




  I realized 4A didn’t have slashes. What 4A was recording was a binary code sequence, and the zeroes were spaces between the lines.




  Ding, ding, ding, give that man a cigar!




  Okay, now what?




  So, 4A created a binary code sequence for unknown and urgent reasons. It occurred to me that I was being influenced by reading too many spy novels. What would Harry Dresden have done if there were no damsels in distress?




  I digress again. Why was 4A creating a binary sequence? Binary code is the essence of all computers and comprises a series of ones and zeros called bits. Stay with me. Typically, binary code is represented by one byte, which is eight bits, or two groups of four bits: 0000 0000.




  A simple eight-bit pattern can represent 0-9, a-z, A-Z, and a myriad of special characters, !@#$%^*√°≈≤≥, and many more symbols. Binary codes in series create words.




  There is symmetry in how binary code expresses characters. I would have copied it or tried to remember 4A’s starting sequence if I had realized it was a binary code.




  The code at the bottom of 4A’s newspaper was not too long. Logically, it would be unlikely for someone to encode a long or complicated sentence into binary manually. We have computers for that. I became convinced that I knew what 4A was scratching.




  The man in 4A was creating a short sentence in binary. Why, and what did the sentence say? I determined I would look for the most common letters in American English and then work backward for the rest of the string. It took me three weeks to find a key. Adopting a binary mask, it required twenty minutes to find the meaning. After over five months of trials and many errors, I thought I understood what the sequence meant. It was a simple message, and I knew where to find answers.




  How surprised was I when running through a parking garage with a couple of Agent Smith-looking meatheads who thought shooting at me was sensible?




   




   




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  Chapter Four




  Fleeing for your life is always a critical moment in the timeline of your existence. I ran through a parking garage, hoping to sprout wings and fly away. The upside of the terror I was feeling, with the Agent Smiths shooting at me, is that a realization struck me. I think I know why 4A was agitated.




  The guy in 4A was afraid of Morningstar Pharmaceuticals. The guy was worried, and he didn’t have a couple of Agent Smith types pointing pistols at him.




  Concrete pillars and large American automobiles make a solid defense. An offense can be a better defense. I can get to the pistol in my pickup truck and fire back while driving away at a frightening speed.




  It can be a positive aspect of living in Texas. Storing a pistol in your vehicle is expected. Pointing a Forty-Five ACP at someone makes them think twice about coming closer. Any bullet can make you dead. However, size does matter in a world where fear is a factor.




  The parking garage is in a low-rent district of Dallas City proper. Locals refer to the area as "up-and-coming." The reality is that there are too many blocks of run-down warehouses and vacant office buildings. I paid sixteen dollars per hour to park in the garage because parking on the street seemed like an invitation to vandalism. I visited the office/warehouse across the side street from the garage.




  Upon arrival, I noticed that the side of the destination building had three loading bays. Load bays in a fenced yard that was barely large enough for three box trucks, too small for full-sized tractor-trailer rigs.




  A simple observation led to the conclusion that the loading docks were active. The ramp, sidewalk, and asphalt had tire marks indicating that full-sized tractor-trailer rigs had backed into the loading docks. A full-size tractor-trailer backed in, blocking one lane of the side street until the tractor was disconnected from the trailer. Why does the Morningstar small warehouse need full-sized tractor-trailer rigs to load or unload?




  The building's front features an immaculate stainless steel double door. A single handle on the right door, accompanied by an intercom speaker and camera positioned high on the façade. The camera provided a high-definition view of anyone near the front door, as I later learned. In addition, security cameras on each of the building’s upper corners appear to be working.




  From across the street, the plating company's chemical stench is overpowering. It burns your nostrils in that uniquely industrial, caustic way.




  I wondered while walking to the building if the plating fumes were masking other toxic aromas. Also, there’s graffiti almost everywhere. The steel doors and their two-foot-wide surrounding stainless-steel fascia were free of urban vandalism. Local politicians tout the aroma of toxic chemicals. Ignore broken sidewalks.




  They cannot find funding to erase endless graffiti. Yet, this area is an up-and-coming development.




  Up and coming, my ass.




  When I stopped to admire one particularly stimulating bit of urban imagery, I noticed one security camera pass me off to another. Some noble drone, probably wearing a rent-a-cop uniform, played with a joystick. These folks take their security seriously. Why would they diligently track a middle-aged guy at ten in the morning on a Thursday?




  Why would Morningstar Pharmaceuticals, which sells products to consumers, not want its warehouse noticed?




  Industrial espionage is a real problem. Morningstar takes anonymity and security to a new level. No addresses were on their letterhead, and no names were on their buildings. According to the internet, there is no clear designation for the Dallas facility. The building’s exterior features no windows, and it lacks skylights.




  The results of an Internet search for corporate history were disappointing. The SEC data and the IRS filings for Morningstar suggest the owners are a group of nonexistent foreign nationals. Finding the address of the Morningstar Dallas office was easy. Thank you, Mr. ARPANET, for growing and becoming the World Wide Web.




  Again, I’m getting ahead of the story. The binary code gave me a clue. I need to tell you about the key to the binary system and how I found the cipher's real meaning. At some point, I grew frustrated and decided, screw it. The binary cipher isn’t a sentence. It must be a series of numbers.




  Voilà!




  Remembering where I thought 4A started on the box scores, I backed into what I thought might be a sequence. For my premise to be correct, the paper had to be the Super Bowl Sunday edition. The Dallas Morning News is, by definition, a morning paper. Sunday’s sports section would have included Saturday’s scores, but not the late scores. I tested many combinations, and in Saturday’s box scores, I found the Dallas ZIP code. Give a monkey a typewriter and eventually it’ll bang out something meaningful.




  Once I knew 75201 was a Dallas zip code, I remembered the letterhead had a Dallas 214 phone prefix. I put the binary string together:




   




  0111 0101 0010 0000 0001




   




  Without the zeroes, the string looks like this:




   




  111 1 1 1 1




   




  I was sure it was the exact string of numbers that 4A had begun to scribble all those weeks earlier. What was the rest of the cipher? It occurred to me I had missed another vital clue. It’s statistically improbable for five goals, in five different games, to be recorded precisely on the minute. Not 17:12, 17:00. Not 10:34, 10:00. Was there a pattern for the goals in the box scores that resulted in 214, a Dallas telephone area code?




  Finding the correct cipher to decode the binary strings was not difficult. I discovered that the exact number is listed on 4A’s business card in Dallas. Monkeys get lucky. When I looked at the scoring details for the games played in the Central Time Zone, this was the result:




  11010110 1000101011 1111101001000




  214 555 8008




   




  There is a clue in knowing that 4A traveled over the bridge to the land of bat-crap crazy. He found the company’s phone number in a cryptic message. In retrospect, I overlooked many clues.




  Call me Forrest. I’m not a wise man.




   




   




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  Chapter Five




  A pleasant surprise came when I rang the buzzer next to the stainless steel. The speaker's universal ‘How can I help you?’ sounded sincere. I was surprised by the tone of the voice, and I was surprised by my reaction. Corporate security teams and private security personnel seldom disappoint. You can directly correlate a rent-a-cop’s give-a-shit factor to their salary. More salary equals more give-a-shit. The more shits they have to give, the more severe they act. I was hoping the buzzer guy was suitably low on the "give a shit" scale. I concluded that honesty is an excellent place to start, and I responded to the speaker.




  “Hello, my name is Darrick Dahlquist. I’m looking for information on Morningstar Pharmaceuticals to put into an article I’m writing.”




  What? Don’t judge me. Darrick Dahlquist is a terrific fake name. A little truth about being a journalist makes it easier for the buzzer boy to overload his thinking motor and open the door. Again, to my surprise, the door buzzed. The door easily pushed open into the oddest corporate lobby I had ever seen. If the ceiling tiles are two feet square, the room measures sixteen feet in depth, by twenty-two feet in width, with a twelve-foot ceiling. A set of double doors mirrors the entry doors on the far wall. Buzzer Boy to the right, and security cameras overhead.




  Oddly, both the outer and inner doors opened into the lobby. That the internal doors didn’t open outward, into a warehouse or another office space, is my mind taking in useless data.




  The Buzzer Boy sat behind a desk to the right of the exterior entry doors, facing the foyer. No chairs, no tables, no music, nothing. Only Buzzer Boy’s chair, its plastic wheels, and a glass table with a computer monitor. The flooring is dense, pale concrete sanded to a shine, and never needs waxing. They call it Terrazzo. The walls are paneled with the same stainless steel covering surrounding the external entry doors. The ceiling has four speakers evenly placed at the corners.




  The lobby reminded me of the Clark County Detention Facility holding tank. Yes, I have been in the Las Vegas drunk tank, which was also stainless-steel floor-to-ceiling. Life can teach hard lessons. That is a story for another time. Where was I?




  In the lobby, stainless steel was everywhere. It was too quiet. I could hear Buzzer Boy’s mouth breathing. How could this much steel paneling and concrete flooring not echo every little sound? Besides Buzzer Boy’s wheezing, the only sound was the chair's plastic wheels on the terrazzo. Are those speakers noise-canceling? Even my boots didn’t echo. Buzzer Boy didn’t bother to look up from his monitor. “What do you want to know?”




  Stepping to the desk, I noticed there were no papers, pens, phones, or drawers to hide Buzzer Boy’s comic books or girlie magazines. That was probably disparaging of me.




  Buzzer Boy had it coming.




  There is nothing on the desk except the flat-screen monitor and a keyboard. A small handheld communication device is clipped to Buzzer Boy’s left epaulet. I saw the computer screen displaying the feed from the exterior security cameras. Talk about creepy. This place doesn’t welcome visitors. Fortunately, I’m not the sharpest knife in the drawer when slicing subtle hints and nuances.




  “Hello again. I’m Darrick. Can I speak to someone about Morningstar’s products and market strategies?”




  “No.”




  “May I ask you a few questions?”
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