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The first time Damian Ross watched the moss bloom, it was inside a sealed acrylic chamber no bigger than a coffin. The stark, clinical glow of calibrated LEDs bathed the tiny ecosystem in a Martian daylight spectrum, casting faint green shadows across the sterile surfaces. Damian leaned in close, brushing his hair out of his face. His fingers trembled as he adjusted the controls on his tablet, eyes glued to the faint emerald sheen creeping across the nutrient gel.

He stood alone in Lab Three. The rest of Caribou Biosciences’s bioengineering wing had long since gone dark—lights out, doors locked, and the hum of filtration systems the only witness to what might become the most important moment of his life.

Outside the transparent acrylic wall, microtubules within the moss pulsed faintly, thickening, knitting themselves into a delicate, resilient structure. Carbon dioxide flowed steadily into the chamber, recycled from processed human waste—sterilized, refined, and fed into the nutrient medium. The moss devoured it all with patient efficiency.

“Waste into biomass. Carbon into oxygen. Refuse into food.” Damian voice wsa soft, but he knew the microphone would record his every word. “A closed loop.” He paused. “It's an elegant cycle that could redefine survival.”

Damian leaned closer, breath fogging the outer panel. His heart pounded, a mixture of hope and exhaustion swirling within him. He tapped commands into his tablet, activating the 3D bioprinter mounted beside the chamber. Its nozzle whirred softly, drawing filament from the freshly grown biomass slurry. Layer by meticulous layer, it shaped a square of flatbread—impossibly domestic, surreal in this sterile laboratory.

The final layer sealed with a quiet chime.

Damian hesitated, then carefully lifted the still-warm square from the tray. The scent was faintly nutty, clean, almost sweet. Earlier prototypes had smelled like damp soil and regret. This time...this sample smelled like possibility.

“Like success.”

He broke the square in half and placed one half into a sample bin. He activated the device and stepped back to wait. He picked up a travel mug and drank. Plain water—he didn't drink anything stronger while in the lab and only from his bright purple travel mug.

Damian turned to a monitor, reviewing the data. Protein density within projected range. Amino acid profile complete. No detectable toxins. Oxygen output within predicted parameters. The moss had not only survived the closed system; it had thrived.

A shaky laugh escaped him as he sank into a lab stool.

Outside the narrow windows, the city skyline shimmered in an early spring haze, a muted tapestry of lights and shadow. Millions of tons of carbon dioxide rose invisibly into the sky, a silent testament to humanity’s struggle. On the news feeds looping silently above the lab entrance, headlines scrolled about crop failures, drought, supply chain collapses—stories of a world on the brink.

He looked back at the chamber, a flicker of pride and trepidation crossing his face. “What if you’re the answer?” he whispered.

The programmable strain—engineered through layered gene editing and adaptive microstructure design—had been built to do three things: metabolize carbon dioxide with extreme efficiency, process nitrogen-rich waste into usable nutrients, and assemble into printable, edible biomass. Its cellular scaffolding could be tuned by software, allowing texture, flavour, and nutritional profile to shift with minor code changes. Bread today. Pasta tomorrow. Protein bars for long-haul missions. Leafy greens without leaves.

On Earth, it could mean urban food production without farmland. In orbit, it could mean self-sustaining stations. On Mars—his mind flickered to thoughts about the red planet—where carbon dioxide dominated the thin atmosphere, where every kilogram launched from Earth cost a fortune, where waste was not trash but survival—this moss could tip the balance between heroic experiment and permanent presence.

His tablet pinged sharply, startling him.

He flinched at the sound. No one should be accessing the system at this hour.

He checked the notification.

External access request: Research Archive / Project EDEN-3.

His jaw tightened. He had firewalls layered over firewalls. The core genomic code was encrypted offline. Only summary papers were visible through the Caribou Biosciences’s public server.

Another ping. A flicker of suspicion.

Access denied.

Attempt flagged.

Damian stared at the screen, a cold chill slipping beneath his exhilaration. Interest was inevitable. He’d presented preliminary oxygen-recycling data at a sustainability conference two weeks ago. Venture capital firms had circled like sharks scenting blood. Governments had sent polite emails—yet this felt different. Persistent. Intrusive.

He initiated a trace, fingers moving fast. The request had bounced through three proxy servers before dying at the perimeter defense. Clean. Professional. Not the work of a student poking around. He typed more commands. Then sighed out loud.

“This is beyond my skills.” He copied the data on the attempted breach and emailed it to corporate security.
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THE LAB DOOR HISSED softly. The familiar figure of Suzanne Harrison entered—an ambitious, eager woman in her late forties, with sharp eyes that missed nothing and a smile that rarely reached them when she was focused. She was the corporation's administrator, a driven force with a reputation for pushing boundaries. Her auburn hair was pulled into a neat bun, and her tailored blazer contrasted sharply with the cluttered chaos of Damian’s workspace.

“Damian,” she said, voice brisk, eyes flicking across the monitors. “How’s the moss?”

He hesitated, caught between excitement and wariness. As usual, he felt inadequate compared to her. He was dressed in a loose dark green tee-shirt and sloppy jeans that hung loosely over his thin frame. His hair was longish, stubbornly falling into his eyes. “It’s thriving. I think I’ve got something revolutionary here.”

Suzanne stepped closer, eyes narrowing with interest. “Show me.”

Damian gestured to the chamber. “It’s early, but the potential is there. The bioprinted bread is just the first step. This moss could produce oxygen, nutrients—”

She cut him off with a raised hand, her gaze sharp. “I want to see the data. And I want to know if there’s any risk of this getting out of control.”

He nodded, forcing a calm he certainly didn’t feel. “I’ve secured the core algorithms. No one’s getting past the firewalls.”

“I was pinged by security about this latest attempt.”

“I've got everything locked.”

Suzanne’s lips twitched into a tight smile. “Good. But I want regular updates. Keep it under wraps for now. The last thing we need is a leak.”

“I know.”

Suzanne straightened, her expression shifting into one of resolve. “I’ll be watching. And I want updates. Daily. No exceptions.”

He hesitated, then nodded again, knowing that defiance would only invite trouble. “Understood.”

“This project could be the Big One. The make-or-break for our careers. For the company. If your moss solves world hunger...we'll all be rich.”

Damian nodded his head.

She turned, her heels echoing as she headed toward the door. Before she left, she cast a glance back, her eyes flickering with a mixture of determination and something darker—perhaps ambition, perhaps suspicion. “Keep the moss growing,” she said softly. “And be ready for what comes next.”

The door hissed shut behind her, leaving Damian alone in the dim glow of lab three.

The silence stretched.

Damian looked back at the moss chamber, his mind racing. The external interest, the security breach attempt, Suzanne’s warning—all signs that his discovery was already more valuable—and more dangerous—than he’d ever imagined.

He reached out, gently touching the acrylic surface of the chamber, feeling the faint warmth of the bioprinted bread still in his hand.

“You’re more than just moss,” he whispered, voice trembling with a mixture of hope and foreboding. “You’re the future—and the threat.”

His gaze drifted to the data streams, encrypted and hidden behind layers of digital defenses. Somewhere, someone was trying to get in. And he knew—deep down—that this was only the beginning of a much larger game.
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Lucas Taylor greatly preferred launchpads to boardrooms.

Unfortunately, boardrooms were where rockets were born.

The glass-walled conference chamber sat atop Red Star Rising’s sleek coastal headquarters, its panoramic windows angled deliberately toward the Atlantic Ocean. Outside, relentless waves crashed against the cliffs, their roar a distant reminder of the raw power fuelling the company’s ambitions. Beyond the glass, the company’s first heavy-lift vehicle stood on its integration mount—sleek, white, and still unfinished, like a sculpture awaiting its final brushstrokes. Engineers moved around its base with meticulous care, their movements precise and measured, like ants tending to a burgeoning hive.

To Lucas, it was more beautiful than any city skyline.

To the investors seated around the polished table, it was a ledger entry with combustion potential.

Lucas was an imposing figure—athletic, broad-shouldered, with a confident stance that radiated mastery. His sharp jawline and high cheekbones framed a face that seemed carved from purpose. His dark hair, slightly tousled, was kept neat beneath a sleek black shirt that fit him perfectly—tailored to emphasize his athletic build—and matching slacks that moved seamlessly with him as he crossed the room. Every movement exuded control; every glance conveyed mastery over his domain.

He rested his palms lightly on the polished table, his voice steady and commanding. “Gentlemen. Ladies.” This is what they want. He already knew what they craved—proof of progress, proof of potential. The leverage that could turn a good investment into a game-changing empire. “You have all been asking about the missing piece,” he continued.

Behind him, the large screen flickered to life: a detailed image of Mars’s atmosphere—ninety-five percent carbon dioxide. The room fell silent, eyes fixed on the data.

He didn’t need to say the planet’s name. Everyone in the room knew the numbers by heart. They had built a company around them.

Red Star Rising had begun as Lucas’s post-astronaut career gamble—funded by private capital. “You know what Red Star Rising is offering. Reusable heavy-lift architecture, modular habitat systems designed not for flags and footprints, but for permanence. Our plan is to establish a research centre on Mars. To first prove long-term survivability, then scale it up to a full permanent colony.” He paused. “You know what the rest of the world thinks about us. Ambitious. Expensive. Vanity project. We are ridiculed in certain corners of the aerospace community.”

The room was silent

“Ridicule. That’s what I thrive on.” He thrived on skepticism. It sharpened his focus. “What we’ve lacked,” he continued, “is sustainable bioconversion. Oxygen, food production, waste recycling—all vital to colonization. The goal...without a constant resupply train from Earth.” This is the real key.

The slide shifted. An image of lush, emerald growth in a sealed chamber appeared on the screen, vibrant against the sterile backdrop of space.

A murmur moved around the table.

The slide changed to show a young man. Longish hair, wrinkled green tee-shirt under a white lab coat.

“Doctor Damian Ross,” Lucas told the room. “Bioengineer. Caribou Biosciences-based research until now.” He glanced at the slide. He's cute. I like to run a few experiments on...no, I need to focus. And not on him... “He’s developed a programmable moss capable of metabolizing carbon dioxide and processed human waste into printable, nutritionally complete biomass.”

One investor leaned forward, eyes narrowing. “Printable food?”

“Yes, Alexis. Customizable. Texture and nutrient profile adjustable through code.” Lucas allowed himself a small, confident smile. “Closed-loop viability in laboratory conditions far exceeding our projected Mars habitat parameters.” This—this is what they want. That’s the leverage.

Silence followed, but it was not disbelief—just silent calculation.

Professor Sato, the only scientist among the core investors, broke the silence first. Her voice was measured, analytical. “Is the oxygen yield sufficient for crew-scale habitation?”

“Yes,” Lucas replied, voice unwavering. “And, more importantly, fully adjustable.” How do I make them see it’s the future?

“Copy me that data, please.”

“Of course, Professor.” He changed the slide again, this time to financial projections. The room’s collective focus sharpened immediately.

“With Ross’s moss integrated, our initial launch mass decreases by nineteen percent. Resupply dependency drops by over forty percent within the first eighteen months. The research station transitions from cost centre to intellectual property engine.”

Lucas paused. They want numbers. They want proof it’ll make money. He knew what they were really after—security, dominance, control. That’s what I need to offer.

“And ownership?” Caldwell, whose hedge fund had funded the first prototype booster, asked. His tone was pragmatic, calculating.

“We will secure exclusive partnership rights before full publication,” Lucas said. “Equity stake. Shared patents. We protect the research while accelerating development.” But how do I convince Damian?

Caldwell’s eyes flicked to the window, then back. “And if Ross refuses?”

Lucas’s gaze shifted toward the towering rocket outside, its sleek white hull gleaming under the sun. “He won’t.”

––––––––
[image: ]


I NEED HIM ON MY SIDE.

Lucas had spent the last seventy-two hours poring over Ross’s published data, cross-checking it against Red Star’s environmental models. The numbers aligned with a precision that bordered on elegance. This guy’s work is impeccable, Lucas thought, a rare flicker of admiration cutting through his usual sharp focus.

He’s the missing piece. But how do I make him see it?

He tapped the screen, enlarging the data chart on carbon uptake rates. The moss didn’t just survive high CO₂ concentrations; it accelerated. The harsher the environment, the more efficiently it converted. This is the breakthrough—proof that Ross’s moss isn’t just a lab curiosity. It’s the future of off-world colonization.

A plant that preferred the atmosphere of another world.

That’s the leverage I need.

He hesitated, then called up a picture of Damian Ross—an image he’d taken from Ross’s Caribou Biosciences profile, a shot that captured him mid-lab, hair hanging in his face, eyes glinting with curiosity and focus.

He’s kind of adorable, Lucas admitted to himself with a rare, almost amused smile. Geekish, nerdy, sure, but undeniably cute in a way that made him want to protect that intense, earnest look. The kind of person who would spend hours obsessing over tiny details, yet somehow manage to be effortlessly endearing—like a puppy that’s just a little too focused on its toy.Physically, Damian wasn’t imposing—slim, a little unkempt, with that dishevelled charm that made him seem approachable. His messy dark hair, wrinkled clothes, and the way he always looked like he was lost in thought or about to say something brilliant.

He’s the kind of person you’d want on your team—professionally sharp, with a mind that’s always ten steps ahead, Lucas thought. And he’s got that look—the kind that makes you want to see him succeed.

Lucas’s smile deepened. I have to get him to see the potential. Convince him we’re on the same page. Because with Damian Ross in his corner, the future wasn’t just a distant goal—it was inevitable.

His assistant’s voice crackled through the intercom. “Your car is ready for the airfield, Mr. Taylor.”

“Thank you, Tanaka.” Lucas straightened his tailored black shirt, running a hand through his slightly tousled hair, and nodded. “File the nondisclosure documents. I want them ready for signature.”
I need to secure him before someone else does





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
RideyThefRocket
Tales Frdj%n TI% Sensual City

Rl

Frank Sol





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
/<





d2d_images/scene_break.png





