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Raph wasn’t sure which he resented more; that his brothers weren’t working hard enough or that he was stuck training them.  To be more exact; stuck training them while Leo wandered alone in the woods, possibly discovering Slash’s hideout at any moment.

What Raph should have been doing, what he should have been allowed to do, was to enjoy the euphoria of his new relationship with Slash.  Instead, he was in the yard in front of the farmhouse, pushing his younger brothers to get their skills up to speed.


This was exactly what had been expected of them at home with Master Splinter.  Every day they practiced, sometimes doing the exact same thing over and over until they got it right.  There was no whining in the dojo, no complaining about the other things they’d rather be doing.  Not unless they wanted to feel the painful pinch of fingers expertly applied to pressure points.

“Again!” Raph barked as Don and Mikey fell away from each other, breathing heavily at their exertions.

“Come on, bro’,” Mikey panted, looking beseechingly at Raph.  “We’ve been at this for hours.”

“We wouldn’t have to be if you two didn’t look like a couple of clumsy oafs,” Raph snarled, peeved that Mikey seemed to be shuffling his feet rather than picking them up.  “You’re supposed to be sparring, not dancing.”


“Raph, maybe we should take a break,” April said in a beseeching tone.  “We completely skipped lunch.”

Glancing over at her, Raph saw that Casey had taken the momentary respite to collapse on the ground.  “Is that what you do during a hockey match, Jones?” Raph asked, sounding as nasty as possible.  “You get a little tired and hit the ice?  Get up and give our wanna-be kunoichi here some competition so she’ll have something to think about other than her stomach.”


April’s mouth snapped shut in surprise and Casey jumped to his feet.  “Hey, that was uncalled for,” the boy sputtered indignantly.


“Oh yeah?  Do you think the Kraang are gonna give you a time out to eat?” Raph snapped.  “The way April’s performing right now, I wouldn’t want her watching my shell in a fight.”

“You take that back!” Don exclaimed.  “She’s doing a fine job.”

“By your standards I guess it’d look that way,” Raph told his brother with a sneer.  “You guys all seem content to just stay out here and lay around all day.  That’s a great solution, let’s forget about Master Splinter and Mr. O’Neil and Casey’s family.  They obviously ain’t as important as some broken jalopy, or a stupid TV show, or a darned missed meal!”


Raph could feel his temper rising and welcomed it.  He didn’t much care if what he said was hurtful; it helped to stem the tide of his resentment.  Raph was tired of losing things; his home, his father, the fight against the Kraang.  Now when one good thing had stepped back into his life, he was on the verge of losing that too.
“I don’t know what put you in such a foul mood, but maybe I can do something about it,” Don said, his expression thunderous as he twirled his Bo-staff and took a stance in front of Raph.

Raph’s head tilted back as he laughed sarcastically.  “You won’t even make me break a sweat.”

Mikey’s weapon spun as he took up a position near Don.  “Maybe not alone, but the way you’re acting, you’re gonna have to take on both of us bro’.”

“Well, good,” Raph said, drawing his sai.  “It’d be nice to see the two of you working together for once.  Try not to trip over each other.”


The words were barely out of his mouth when Don charged him, the end of his Bo-staff stabbing at Raph’s face.  Raph reacted in a millisecond, shifting aside so the wooden staff whipped just past his ear.  Don was quick, adjusting to the miss by pulling the staff back a few inches and jabbing at Raph once more.

This time Raph ducked below the staff and lifted a sai, catching Don’s weapon between one of the wings.  Jerking the staff to the side pulled Don off balance but before Raph could follow up on his advantage, he saw the wicked flash of Mikey’s nunchuck.

Rather than releasing the Bo from its trap, Raph twisted to the side, dodging the nunchuck.  As Mikey whipped the nunchuck back around, Raph yanked the trapped Bo-staff into its path and Mikey’s chain tangled itself around the staff.

Before either of the younger turtles could extricate their weapons, Raph grabbed hold of each and tugged hard.  The move sent both Don and Mikey hurtling towards each other, practically pulled off their feet by Raph’s savagery.


Overbalanced, both brothers hit the ground hard.  Infuriated by how easy it was to take them down, Raph lifted a fist to deliver a final humiliating blow.

Suddenly a one hundred and five pound bundle of ferocity hit Raph’s shell and sent him stumbling away from his fallen brothers.

“Stop it, Raph!” April screamed in his ear, her arms clutched around his shoulders.


Eyes glazed over in anger, Raph reached up to grip one of her arms, pivoting to the side as he hurled the young girl to the ground.  April hit with a resounding thud and a loud, “Ow!”


“Raph!” Casey shouted, darting towards the fallen girl.


The sight of April lying on the ground at his feet snapped Raph out of his frenzied haze.  Taking two lurching steps backwards, Raph said, “April, I’m sorry!  I’m sorry!  I didn’t mean to.”


On her back, April quickly whirled to the side, swinging her long legs around at Raph’s ankles and sweeping his feet out from under him.  He landed heavily on his carapace as April jumped up.

“That’ll teach you to kunoichi me,” April told him with satisfaction.


The smug look on her face made Raph wince.  The last traces of ire drained from his system, erased by the physical bout with his family.  He pushed himself into a sitting position and watched his brothers stand up, both of them eyeing him warily.

“Geez Raph, what got into you?” Casey demanded.

Raph stood slowly, noticing that Don and Mikey remained in their fighting stance.  Brushing the dirt from his hands, Raph said, “I’m sorry guys.  Leo and I have been worrying that you’re all getting too comfortable here.  He told me to take over training while he went to get his head on straight and I’m worried about him.”

“You don’t have to take it out on us,” Don said in an aggrieved tone.  “We’re worried too.”


“I think about my father every day,” April told him, her downturned mouth depicting her sadness.


“I’m worried half crazy about my dad and sis,” Casey said.  “I don’t wanna be stuck here.”

“That jalopy may be our ticket back into the city,” Don said.  “Fixing it and getting the van into good running order for our trip home are just as important as training.”


“I guess you think I lay around watching TV all day,” Mikey said, “but I don’t.  Those meals we eat don’t magically appear on the table, they have to be cooked.  I do most of that while April tries to keep up with the housework.”


Raph crossed his arms over his plastron and contemplated the group before him.  “Leo is really worried about what’s to become of us,” he finally said.  “I guess we all just kind of started doing our own thing and haven’t been talking to each other.  Maybe if you told him what you just told me he’d stop stressing so much.”


“Did he go off by himself because of us?” Don asked with a frown.

Shaking his head, Raph said, “That’s only part of a bigger picture.  He hasn’t been able to decide what to do about our situation.  He’s hoping to find his answers out there in the woods.”


“How long was he planning to be gone?” Casey asked.  “Like Mikey said, it’s been hours.”


April was looking at Raph meaningfully and the turtle realized he was being offered a golden opportunity to warn Slash that Leo was somewhere in the woods.

Not one to pass up a chance when he got it, Raph said, “How about I sneak out there and check on him?  I’ll make sure he’s okay while you guys grab some lunch.  Just be warned, when I get back we’re gonna pick up where we left off.”


Don and Mikey glanced at each other while April asked, “What about your lunch?  You have to eat too, Raph.”

“I’m not hungry yet,” Raph said.  That much was the truth, his stomach was in knots and the thought of putting anything in it made him bilious.  “I can always grab a sandwich when I get back.”


The others murmured their agreement and headed for the farmhouse.  As Raph watched them he saw Don stop to look over his shoulder at his older brother before turning and coming back towards him.

“I don’t need help locating Leo,” Raph said quickly.


“Don’t assume I wanted to go with you,” Don retorted.  It was easy to see he was still a little miffed at Raph’s treatment of April.  “I just wanted to know what to tell Leo if he comes back here before you find him.”


Raph had to think about that for a second.  He’d been so preoccupied with the idea of talking to Slash that it hadn’t crossed his mind that Leo might get back and find Raph missing.


He opted for the easiest and least complicated solution.  “Tell him the truth,” Raph said.  “Everyone was getting worried that he’d been gone so long and I said I’d check and make sure he was okay.  He should understand that, he’s gone out there checking on me often enough.”

 
Don’s expression was still dark.  “At which time he’ll turn right around and go back into the woods to look for you.”

“Well gee, Donnie,” Raph said, fists planted firmly on his hips, “is it too much to ask that you convince him to stay put?  I know that might be tough for you to think of on your own, but unless something eats me, I’m not gonna spend hours out there looking for him by myself.”


“You really are in a nasty mood,” Don said, his eyes narrowed.  “While you’re looking for Leo see if you can find your good humor out there too.”


He spun around and started towards the farmhouse, adding over his shoulder, “That is if you ever had any.”


Raph didn’t bother to wait and see if Don actually went inside before jogging into the woods.  He knew that Don was too miffed at him to follow and too smart to try something like that anyway.  Not when Raph was already in a nasty temper.

Having watched Leo enter the woods with his hunting kit, Raph knew where to begin trying to pick up his brother’s trail.  It wasn’t difficult; Leo wasn’t using the same amount of caution he normally used when they were in the city, perhaps because he was sure nothing in the woods would be hunting him.

In didn’t take long for Raph to realize that Leo was setting a course directly towards the pond.  That’s when Raph started to wonder if Leo’s story about needing to find himself in the woods was just that, a story.  Nothing but a fabrication concocted by Leo in order to do some snooping around the one area he knew Raph was spending a majority of his time.


Leo would believe Raph to be occupied with his training assignment; too busy playing nursemaid to the four back at the farmhouse to discover what Leonardo was actually doing.  It would leave him free to investigate the vicinity around the pond and possibly even attempt to track Raph’s prints to and from the area.

Raph started to move faster.  He absolutely did not want to make noise and alert Leo to his presence, but he also felt pressured by the urgency to get to the pond and eradicate anything that would lead Leo to the cabin.


There was also the chance that Slash was at the pond.  He seemed to have a penchant for fresh fish and with nothing better to do, fishing was a good way to feed himself and pass the time.


Even though he was moving slowly, Leo had a big head start.  If Slash was at the pond and didn’t hear Leo coming first, then those two were going to meet.  How bad that clash was would be determined by how quickly Raph could get there and insert himself between them.

Raph found a spot where Leo had stopped for some reason.  There was no indication that anything else had been in the vicinity or that Leo’s stance had changed.  From the position of Leo’s footmarks, he seemed to have taken a moment to either get his bearings, or give his leg a rest.

The hope that Leo had changed course was fleeting; right away it was clear that the older turtle was determinedly following a route that would lead him to the pond.  Of course, that could simply be because animals preferred to stay near a source of water and that would be the most logical spot to locate fresh game.


Raph hoped that was all that was in Leo’s head.  There was already enough resentment building in Raph’s gut today without learning that Leo distrusted him to such an extent that he felt the need to investigate the things that Raph had told him.

He was almost within sight of the pond when Raph noticed that Leo’s footprints suddenly veered off course, taking him away from both the water and the cabin.  Adrenaline flooded his system as Raph’s first thought was that Leo had discovered Slash.

Panic was almost immediately replaced by relief when Raph saw the hoof prints of a very large deer.  It was obvious that Leo had seen them too and had changed direction in order to stalk the animal.  The mark left by Leo’s knee as he went down to examine the hoof prints was still visible, as were his footprints alongside those of the deer.

There was no way to know how much time had passed since Leo had started hunting the deer.  Raph decided this was his best chance to get to Slash and warn him to lay low.  Turning away from the trail that would take him to Leo, Raph headed for the cabin.

Reaching the clearing around the cabin, Raph noted that no smoke wafted from the roof pipe and some of his anxiety slipped away.  At least there wouldn’t be any unusual smells to pull Leo towards the area.

As he approached the cabin, Raph was surprised that Slash hadn’t already opened the door to greet him.  The worry that had started to ease seeped back into his gut, growing worse when he pushed the door open to find that the cabin was empty.

“Crud,” Raph muttered under his breath, turning to survey the perimeter outside of the cabin.  The ground was hard packed from all of the activity that had taken place at the cabin and the only prints that showed were partials on top of partials.


Trying to decide which direction to take in order to begin his search, Raph didn’t sense a presence nearby.  Taking a deep breath, Raph started to go back to the pond.

“I’m getting better at this,” a deep voice said.


Startled, Raph spun around with his fists up and saw Slash coming towards him from the woods.


Relaxing his stance, Raph said, “We’ll make a real ninja out of you yet.”


“Got the best teacher around,” Slash told him with a smile.


“Don’t get too cocky,” Raph said with a frown.  “I came to warn you that Leonardo’s out here somewhere.  I’m pretty sure he’s east of us right now, chasing down some game, but he could easily swing back around this way.”


“Yeah, I saw him,” Slash said.  “I was on my way to the pond when I spotted him.  He was focused on some trail he’d found and didn’t know I was there.  I stayed hidden until he was out of sight and then I came back here.”


“He look okay?” Raph asked.  Right away he knew that might sound as if he was worried that Slash had attacked the other turtle, so he added, “I told the others I’d check on him and I haven’t actually seen him yet.”

A glint came and went in Slash’s eyes and Raph knew the big guy had read his thoughts.  “Other than a slight limp he looked just the way I last saw him.  Minus all the bruises of course.”

“I wasn’t trying to imply anything,” Raph rushed to say.

“It’s quite all right, Raphael.  I know you weren’t,” Slash said.  “This is what we are up against until your brothers can accept me and learn that I’m not that mutagen crazed beast anymore.  You’ll worry that I will misunderstand the things you say and I’ll worry that the burden of hiding our relationship will become too much for you and you’ll choose your brothers over me again.”


“I’m not gonna do that,” Raph said emphatically.  “We ain’t been back together but a few days.  This kind of thing takes time.  We don’t have to rush to find a solution.”

“We may not find one here,” Slash said, his expression thoughtful.  It was reminiscent of the way he’d looked when they had gone fishing together and talked about their situation.


“Give me a chance to handle things my way,” Raph urged.


Slash’s expression shifted, his expression soft as he gazed at his mate.  “We are equals now, Raphael.  You don’t have to be the one who is always solving our problems.”


Raph grinned.  “Just give me time to get used to that too, okay?  Look, I gotta head back, everyone’s waiting on me.  Lock up the cabin so Leo can’t get in there and then lay low in the woods until he’s gone.  He’s supposed to get back to the farmhouse before dark.”

He started to walk away but Slash’s move towards him stopped Raph.  “When will I see you again?” Slash asked.

“Tonight,” Raph answered.  “Leo is sure to be tired and I can sneak out after he goes to sleep.”


“I will be here,” Slash said.  “I won’t light the fire until you tell me it’s safe to do so.”


With a wave, Raph trotted back into the woods.  He felt badly over having to ask Slash to hide and at the fact that his mate would be sitting in the dark and cold until Raph gave him the all clear.

That really was no way for Slash to be forced to live.  Shaking his head, Raph realized that he’d probably treated Slash better when he was Spike.


Replaying the platitudes he’d spoken as he’d promised to fix things had Raph feeling morose as well.  The words sounded hollow to his own ears, he could only imagine how Slash had heard them.


Running full tilt back to the farmhouse, Raph had to ask himself if he was subconsciously stringing Slash along.

TBC…………….

