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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.
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