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      When it comes to writing novels and short stories, they say inspiration can come from anywhere. That is most definitely true!

      The inspiration for this particular short story came about because of an old vine-covered tree on our road. I passed this tree multiple times a week, and every time, I was struck again by its weird shape. I knew it was a tree, but in all honesty it looked like an old statue of a person that had been taken over by vines.

      Hence this story was born.

      I hope you enjoy this little peek into alien invasions of a different nature—and what happens when good plants go rogue.

      Thanks for reading!

      

      ~ E.R. Paskey

      

      June 2023

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE VOROVIAN VINE CRISIS

          

        

      

    

    
      Of all the days to have lost his favorite hat, this was probably the worst. Lieutenant Jag Trellis blinked cool rainwater out of his eyes as he squinted across a sea of jasmine vines with their glossy green leaves.  A heavy, soaking rain fell from the leaden sky above, making the vines glisten. Here and there, white petals from a multitude of delicate blooms peeked out from the mass of green, their heady scent mixing with the smell of rain to create something blissfully tropical.

      Or at least it would have been, if the jasmine wasn’t everywhere.

      Jag cast a scowl up at the sky, which had been clear and a bright, cheerful blue just five minutes earlier. The rain soaked his short, curly black hair and ran down his dark brown face and the back of his neck into the collar of his navy blue uniform. Nobody had said anything about rain today. And you’d think the forecasters would have mentioned it, given the effect water tended to have on things like plants.

      Grimacing, the lieutenant started across what used to be the front courtyard of the Vorovian Embassy. ‘Used to be’ being the operative phrase here. If he hadn’t been intimately familiar with the place, he wouldn’t have recognized it at all. Jasmine vines had taken over everything, turning the ornate dolphin waterfall in the center of the courtyard into an unrecognizable lump and transforming the statues of famous past Ambassadors into weird green protrusions along the vine-covered walls.

      With every step, Jag crushed jasmine blooms beneath his boots and released a fresh wave of that heady, now-sickeningly overpowering scent. He’d have enjoyed it, if it weren’t for the fact that he knew the vines would just grow back even more profusely in a couple of hours. It was scary, really. Thank God these particular plants didn’t take root in human lungs.

      Using his internal compass, Jag kept himself oriented toward the Embassy’s wide double-doors. He couldn’t see them beneath the tangle of glossy green leaves that enveloped the entire building, but he knew they were there. Between the map in his head and the one he’d studied just a few hours before, he was confident he could navigate the place.

      That was why the government of New Charity had chosen him for this particular assignment, after all. Not that Jag had wanted it, but he didn’t have much of a choice. It was either accept this mission or watch the entire planet get swallowed alive by an infestation of jasmine vines from Vorovia.

      Technically speaking, the Vorovian Ambassador should never, ever have brought her prized jasmine plant off her yacht. Off-world plant life wasn’t allowed on-world unless it went through a stringent screening and met certain requirements. Had the jasmine plant stayed in the Ambassador’s master suite, happy in its little pot with a delicate silver trellis, the worst environmental attack in the history of New Charity would never have happened.

      But she did, and the rest, as they said, was history.

      Jag happened to like his homeworld, so he’d taken the mission. Even if it meant working with the most annoying botanist he’d ever had the displeasure to meet. Not that he’d met many. He was sure, however, that the bulk of them couldn’t be as annoying as this one.

      Behind him, Dr. Trina Bellagio tromped cheerfully through the mass of jasmine vines covering the courtyard’s cobblestones. She was a slip of a woman, a foot and a half shorter than his towering six foot six inches frame, with a tan bucket hat pulled over her curly black hair, which was up in a bouncy ponytail. She was dressed like some explorer headed into the unknown jungle, with dark green pants tucked into knee-high brown boots, and a tan button-down shirt. The only aberration was the bubble-gum pink backpack slung over her slim shoulders.

      Jag had slung his rifle in front so he could carry her other backpack over his own shoulder. This one was bright aquamarine with darker teal swirls. He’d asked before they left if they could switch to gear that was a little more…tactical…but Trina had refused. She’d pointed out that she needed to be able to spot her bags at all times, and these colors definitely stood out among the sea of green currently covering New Charity’s capital city, Carina.

      He could have forgiven the botanist that, however, had it not been for the unfortunate circumstances that had led to him losing said favorite hat.

      “Nearly to the front door,” he said without looking over his shoulder. “Should be able to get us in quick if the doorpanel isn’t damaged.”

      “And if it is?” Trina had a low, lilting voice.

      “It’ll take a while.”

      “How long?”

      “Don’t know.”

      Trina made a little sound as her foot snagged in a vine, but caught herself. Jag didn’t bother to turn around. Even though he should have.

      It was his job to escort her into the Vorovian Embassy, after all.

      “Look,” she said, a little breathlessly. “You’re not still mad about your hat, are you? I said I was sorry.”

      Jag didn’t dignify that with a response.

      “It’s just a hat, Lieutenant. A standard-issue Diplomacy Corps hat.” He could almost hear her roll her eyes. “I’m sorry you haven’t got it while we’re out here in the rain, but we can get you another one as soon as we’re done.”

      Another one? Jag couldn’t help a derisive snort. “There is no getting another.” He considered stopping there, but it sounded a little petty, even to his own ears, so he unclenched his jaw long enough to add, “Buddy of mine gave that one to me. He’s dead now, died in the Carswick altercation last year.”

      “Oh. Oh.” Dawning realization colored the botanist’s voice. “I’m—I’m even more sorry now.” She took a couple of giant strides and caught up with him. Briefly, she rested her fingers on the sleeve of his blue uniform. “I wish I could go back in time and get it back.”

      Jag just shook his head and carefully mounted the jasmine-covered steps to the Embassy’s front doors, which were protected from the elements by a stately awning now draped in a tangled leafy curtain of vines. If they could do that, then they could go back and convince the Vorovian Ambassador that she could just set up a cam to capture her prized plant opening its blooms for the first time that season.

      But they couldn’t.

      Just like they couldn’t get his hat back.

      He forced himself to focus; he really shouldn’t be grieving over a hat, no matter how much it meant to him or how well it fit.

      And it had been an accident.

      The President of New Charity had summoned Trina and a handful of other plant experts from all over the planet to Carina to figure out how to stop the onslaught of jasmine vines. Supposedly, they’d succeeded in creating a super weed killer and chosen Trina to deliver it.

      Only problem was that flying made Trina dizzy.

      When the hovercopter that she and Jag had taken from the President’s emergency headquarters on the other side of Carina had landed near the Vorovian Embassy, Trina had tripped walking down the landing ramp and dropped one of her backpacks. Jag had bent to retrieve it for her and she’d lost her balance again, bumping into him and accidentally knocking his hat off his head. It had gone over the side of the landing ramp and disappeared into a tangle of jasmine vines whipped back and forth by the rush of wind from the hovercopter.

      There hadn’t been time for him to attempt to retrieve it, and Jag had been stewing ever since. He knew there were far more important things to be worried about right now, but… Denim had been his best friend since they both joined the Diplomacy Corps. They had ten years of history—and now he was the only one alive to remember it all.

      Parting the curtain of trailing vines covering the Embassy’s entrance, Jag ducked inside into relative darkness. His eyes adjusted quickly, letting him see that he wasn’t imagining feeling more jasmine vines beneath his feet. They’d not only covered the awning, but they’d also climbed up beneath it to cover the door, the railing, and everything else. He shook his head, listening to the ceaseless pitter-patter of rain drumming against the top of the awning. At least they were now out of the wet.

      He held the curtain of vines open for Trina, who was climbing the Embassy steps behind him.

      “Thanks,” she said as she reached him and darted
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