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It was a beautiful day. In fact, the whole week had been beautiful. Despite that, though, there weren’t as many hikers as Barry had expected. It was his first week working as the cabin keeper at “Nature’s Nurture,” a quaint little cabin rest stop along a fairly popular hiking trail in the forest near his city. The place was owned by the park service, but they contracted out security and maintenance to the firm Barry worked for. There was a six-month rotation at the cabin up for grabs, and he’d always put in for it when it came up.

Finally, he’d gotten it. Six months out here in nature, living in the quarters at the back of the cabin, getting to take in the woods, keeping the place clean and stocked with simple refreshments for weary hikers, and answering questions for anyone who stopped by (that wasn’t part of his duties, but as a bit of a nature nerd, he looked forward to it).

It was the start of the day. Barry took a little walk around the public part of the cabin. It was pretty big, meant to temporarily house up to fifteen people at a time comfortably. There was a fridge stocked with water and fruit, which he took weekly trips into the city to refresh on the service’s stipend for the place. Next to it was a little kitchenette stocked with dry snacks, and a two-burner stove and small sink where he took care of his cooking and dishes. There were two bathrooms, and a small janitor’s closet between them with a mop that got a lot of use (hikers tended to bring in mud). There was also a utility shower set into the wall next to that, so people could wash their gear in a drainable area.

There were three sets of bunk beds set into a recessed part of the wall, taking up most of that side of the room, for those who needed more serious recovery. On the opposite side was the main rest area, with an assortment of nine comfortable chairs around three short tables. It was reminiscent of a small airport terminal, except that it was set inside of a log cabin and the sandwiches didn’t cost seventeen dollars.

Confirming the place was clean and ready to receive visitors, Barry stepped outside with a memo in his hand. The memo had actually been at Nature’s Nurture when he had first arrived a week ago, but in his excitement to be there, Barry had missed the envelope entirely, knocking it to the floor of the small office at the back of the cabin when he had set his things up in there. He’d just found it on this sweep, and he had decided he wanted to read it out in the sunshine.

“Can’t have been too important, or the boss would have called about it,” he said to himself. The screen door of the cabin swung shut behind him, and he breathed in the fresh air. If he had to read some memo, it would be better to do it out here among the trees and the grass and the blue of the sky.

Barry unfolded the paper and gave it a look. It was nothing out of the ordinary, really. Mostly, it was going over things and procedures that he already knew for security of the cabin. He ran down the paper quickly to confirm that everything he was doing was correct, which it was since he had been briefed before coming here anyway.

However, at the end, there was an addendum with some information he had not seen before.

He read aloud to himself: “The following statement is from the park service: There have been sightings of a new vegetative growth near the trail that leads to the Hikamer Forest rest stop #7. It is only one patch, and is about 300 feet from the entrance to the cabin. The species has not yet been identified, and when first observed, was only in the budding stages of growth. As a safety precaution, do not interact with this plant, and advise any hikers to do the same. A sign has been posted to keep people at a distance.”

Weird, Barry thought. Nature’s Nurture was rest stop number 7. It was weird for such a strange warning to be issued, and also he hadn’t seen any posted sign. Barry tucked the memo into his pocket and turned left to go down the beginnings of the trail. Typically, the way that he was going was the way hikers approached the cabin, if they started at the southern end of the trail, which most did. Once he left the small clearing where the cabin stood, the trail narrowed significantly. 

That was where Barry headed, leaving the cabin clearing and looking for the supposed patch of mystery plant that had sprung up on the trail. He had walked the trail plenty since he’d been here, but really, he hadn’t been here that long, and now that he thought about it, he tended to go north to explore just because he had initially come from the south when he had first arrived.

He moved down the path, stepping over some fallen branches and doing his best to not disturb things and leave them as they lay. truth be told, he hiked quite a bit, though admittedly not in this specific forest as he had other spots he was more familiar with. At first glance, Barry could be mistaken for a lumberjack, or perhaps a gruff park ranger. He had a thick black beard and was in good shape, since his security job kept him very active in his mid-30s. If he was holding an axe, most people would be willing to lay down money on a bet that he was a lumberjack. So he knew his way around a forest pretty well and knew to leave things as undisturbed as possible.

When he did come across the patch of flowers, he was surprised that he had missed them at all. The plants were about 6 inches tall and had open faced petals, bearing an interesting pattern of yellow and blue upon them. The whole patch of wildflowers was probably about ten feet wide, and didn’t show any signs or interest in spreading farther. Either that, or the park service had taken some measure to contain it to the spot, while still making sure it could survive.

“It must not be truly dangerous if they haven’t roped off the trail,” Barry commented, looking over the flowers. “If they were poisonous or something, this whole trail would be shut off, and they probably would have just told me to watch these flowers and nothing else.”

So Barry wasn’t particularly fearful when looking over the unidentified plants, and he wondered what the concern really could be. He read over the memo quickly again, but didn’t glean any new details. He checked for the sign, and saw why he hadn’t noticed it before. The small, wooden sign post, no more than two feet tall, had fallen down into the patch of wildflowers and been covered up by the budding petals.

Barry considered stepping into the flowers to fix the sign, but he had a size 14 pair of boots on, and he knew that going in and out of that patch, he would not be able to avoid trampling a whole mess of a new species of flowers, And that was the last thing he wanted to do. He reassured himself again that if the flowers were actually dangerous, the park service would have done something more serious than stick down a sign that couldn’t even stay up on its own.

“Well, that’s that,” Barry said, and he turned around and made his way back to the rest stop cabin, doing his best to even place his footprints in the same spots that he had placed them when he came down this way. He probably would have looked a little crazy to a bystander, but even a nature nut had to keep themselves entertained out here all alone.

Back at the cabin, Barry entered, keeping the screen door closed but the main door propped open to let in the fresh air of the woods. It was still pretty early in the morning, so he didn’t expect any hikers to make their way past quite yet. He went to the small kitchenette and made himself a breakfast of coffee and an English muffin, taking his food outside to the front patio of the cabin to eat.

Barry remained alone at the cabin for the next half hour or so, and was about to take a quick walk around the perimeter that constituted the cabin’s grounds when he heard voices coming from the southern entrance of the trail.

From the sound of it, it was a woman. Well, more than one woman, because she probably wasn’t just talking to herself. Although he had seen that out here plenty of times. He didn’t want to be absent for the first hikers of the day, so he decided that he would do his perimeter walk later. He went back into the cabin to make sure everything was in order. Not everyone who was hiking stopped by the rest stop, of course, and many people weren’t familiar with its functions, so it was best for him to be there for any questions.

There was a little desk with a computer near the back door that led to his quarters and office, where Barry could sit to be available for visitors, while not being too obtrusive and still able to get any work done on the computer that he needed to get done. He sat down behind the desk, powering on the tower and remembering that, of course, he did have weekly reports to file, and somehow it had slipped his mind that morning. He rolled his eyes and logged into the computer, waiting for everything to fully boot up.

As he was opening their report database, the door to the cabin did open, and in walked a pair of women who looked tired, but in good spirits.

“Wow,” one of the women said, looking around the cabin. “This little place looks really nice!”

“I think they remodeled it or something since I was
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