De Novo
part 4

Raphael cut through the woods, moving as fast and as silently as possible.  His brother’s calls were becoming more frequent and he could tell by the sound of their voices that they were growing frantic.  There was no doubt in Raph’s mind that they were worried that something had again happened to him, possibly even a repeat of the Creep incident.  Raph had to pull the notion out of their minds quickly or one of them might get the idea to check the cabin.


Once Raph was in a position that was far to one side of his brothers and therefore away from the cabin, he started to make noise.  Purposely stepping on twigs, dragging his feet through leaves, and reaching out to snap the branches on small trees, Raph knew the sound would put his family on high alert and turn them towards him.


After a minute or two, Raph shouted, “Leo!  Hey, I’m over here.  What’s with all the racket?”


Raph was gratified to hear his brothers moving in his direction.  He stopped where he was and waited for them so that there would be more distance between them and where Raph had left Slash.

“Where were you?” Leo demanded upon catching sight of his sibling.


“I went for a walk,” Raph said, putting a slightly disgruntled tone into his voice.  “The smell from whatever that was that Mikey made for dinner was bothering me and I needed some air.  Can’t stay cooped up in the farmhouse all the time.”

“You said you liked the stew,” Mikey said, his expression turning pouty.


“The stew was good; the smell not so much,” Raph said in an offhand manner.  He didn’t need Mikey to get upset because then the youngest would start clinging to him.

“Casey and April are at the house alone just in case you came back there,” Don said with a huff, letting Raph know that although the genius was getting closer to Casey, they were both still vying for April’s affections.

“Then by all means we should go home,” Raph said sarcastically, starting to walk in that direction.


Leo hopped to catch up to him so that he could walk alongside Raph.  “You know the kinds of things that have been happening to us out here,” Leo said.  “I can appreciate that you need space, but when any of us disappears we all get worried.”

Raph glanced over and saw the look of real concern on his brother’s face.  It gave him a pang of guilt; Leo had been through so much, heck, they’d all been through a lot and Raph knew how he’d feel if one of them wandered off without saying anything.  He knew how he’d felt when Mikey had done it and it wasn’t good.


“You’re right,” Raph said, noticing the surprised expression on Leo’s face at his admission.  “We don’t need to give each other fits right now, there’s already too much to worry about.  I’ll go stir crazy sitting around the house doing nothing but I’ll make sure I let someone know where I’m going and how long I think I’ll be gone.  Good enough?”


“Good enough,” Leo said, offering him a wan smile.

It was the smile that clued Raph in to how tired his brother was.  Raph could guess how much the strain of being leader without their father’s guidance was weighing on the oldest.  That feeling was certainly acute for Raph when Leo had been unconscious for so long and it had fallen on the second oldest to step up.  For Leo it was even worse now because of how he hated thinking that he’d failed his family.

“We’re doing okay, Leo,” Raph said, his voice low so that their conversation remained between the two of them.  “We can handle anything that’s thrown at us and when the time is right we’ll go back to the city and find sensei.”


Leo pressed his lips into a thin line and nodded without answering.  The assurance probably didn’t offer him much solace but hearing Raph say those words let Leo know his brother still had his back.


During the remainder of the return journey they listened as Don attempted to explain to Mikey how something could smell and taste good but the longer the scent lingered the less appetizing it became.
 
They were within sight of the farmhouse when Don gave up trying to use reason and fell back on an example of one particular experiment of his that had gone wrong.  The individual components each had a pleasant aroma that had attracted Mikey to Don’s lab, but when the genius mixed them, a pungent black cloud rolled up from the beaker and sent the pair scurrying away as fast as they could move.

“Maybe I should open some windows,” Mikey said as he went into the house.


“That would be a good idea,” Don agreed, stepping inside and immediately looking for April.


Leo held back from entering and Raph stopped alongside him.  For a moment neither said anything as Leo stared up at the stars and Raph contemplated his brother.


“I don’t think I ever thanked you for keeping the family together after I was hurt,” Leo said in a quiet voice, bringing his eyes back down to Raph.


Raph shrugged as though it was no big thing.  “You didn’t have to.  That’s what family does for each other.”


“It was still a lot,” Leo said.  “When you were drained by that Creep thing I worried that Don couldn’t bring you back.  Those hours of waiting were torture and I could only imagine what you went through sitting next to me day after day, month after month wondering if I’d live or die.  I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

The last thing Raph wanted was for Leo to dwell on the Creep incident.  They hadn’t even talked about it until now and it was only Raph’s having gone missing for a few hours that made it relevant at the moment.

Raph wasn’t sure why Leo was clinging to the subject tonight.  He’d probably had a little scare but nothing that warranted this level of melancholy.  Maybe Leo was feeling the same touch of loneliness that had sent Raph into the woods in the first place.  Or maybe Leo sensed the reason that had caused Raph to wander off by himself.

“Don’t say that like you think it was your fault,” Raph responded a touch gruffly.  “Nothing that happened could have been prevented.  We all did what we had to so we could escape the Kraang.  The odds were stacked so high against us it’s a wonder we only left Master Splinter and Mr. O’Neil behind.”

“I know you want to go back and try to find Father,” Leo said, his eyes almost piercing Raph.


“So do you,” Raph said, acknowledging Leo’s assertion.  “No, I didn’t wander off thinking I’d make my way back to the city on my own.  When we go back we go together.  You aren’t a hundred percent yet and we don’t have a plan.  See, I’m learning to control my instincts.  Watching you sitting in that tub for three months was a good way to teach me that we have to stick together no matter what.”

“Hey, are you two coming inside?” April called from the doorway.


“Be right in, April,” Leo said.  As she walked back into the house, Leo told his brother, “That’s what Master Splinter would want us to do too.  I think it would be good for all our peace of mind if we kept tabs on each other, even though I know how much you hate to be monitored.”


“I’m good so long as you don’t think I need to have someone attached to my hip twenty-four hours a day,” Raph said good-naturedly.  “Go on in; I’m going to stand here for a few more minutes and give the house time to air out.”

Leo laughed as he started up the steps.  “That smell was pretty pungent, wasn’t it?”


Since the question was obviously rhetorical, Raph didn’t answer and Leo didn’t wait around for one.  After he was gone, Raph sank down onto one of the porch steps and looked out at the woods.

In a cabin out there was what had once been his best friend.  Something had driven Slash to find Raph, some deep connection that his mutation hadn’t severed.  Raph could feel it too and his protective instinct had kicked into high gear.


Now Raph was in a quandary.  He’d thought it would be easy enough to take care of Slash on the down low even after his brothers had made a big thing about his disappearing for a little while.  Raph figured he could tell them he was going for a run or a swim for a couple of hours and then spend the time with Slash without the worry of being interrupted.


The talk he’d just had with Leo added a level of difficulty that Raph hadn’t planned on.  Not the necessity of finding time to be with Slash, Raph could still manage that.  It was the sudden feeling that Leo needed him as much as Slash did.

Leo hadn’t actually said that and he certainly didn’t behave as though it were so, but Raph had spent his entire life with his brother and could pick up on small nuances in what Leo had said.


Raph’s oldest brother was reaching out to him in the only way he knew how and Raph had to be there for him.  He also had to be there for Slash.


Whatever loneliness that Raph had been feeling was fading quickly in lieu of these new developments.  Replacing it was one really big question.


What the shell was he going to do?

TBC………………

