De Novo
part 6

After the initial shock passed, Raph realized that his stalker was Mikey.  Frozen in place, he looked around for his brother and when he didn’t see him, Raph glanced upwards.  Perched on the limb of a nearby tree, Mikey stared down at him.

“Were you following me?” Raph demanded gruffly.


Mikey leaped down to the ground, landing effortlessly.  “Nope,” he replied with a grin.  “Before Leo got in the tub he said the bathroom looked dirty.  Since he’s in a cleaning mood I figured I should leave him to it.”


“Translation; you escaped before Leo could make you help,” Raph said, glaring at his brother.

“I didn’t want to get underfoot,” Mikey protested in mock innocence.

“Yeah, high up in a tree is sure one way to stay out from underfoot,” Raph replied sarcastically.  “It’s also a good way to avoid being found at chore time.”


Ignoring Raph’s jibes, Mikey asked, “Are you going for a walk?  I could go with you so you wouldn’t be alone.”


Mikey’s company was the last thing that Raph wanted, but he couldn’t turn his younger brother down outright.  If there was anything bigger than Mikey’s appetite it was his curiosity.  Saying no would only encourage Mikey to trail him.


Thinking fast, Raph said, “I’m going on a ten mile training run and you probably should come with me.  You and Don are getting lazy from lack of practice.  I told Leo I’d keep both of you in shape while he heals up and now would be a good time to continue with that.  When we get back we’ll grab Don and have another Turtle Hunt exercise.  Same rules as last time; if you two can’t stay hidden from me for one hour, you’ll both clean the chicken coop.”

Mikey’s grin faded, the eager look disappearing from his face.  Replacing it was one of pure guile as he began to back away from Raph.  “That sounds great but, uh, I think I hear Leo calling me.  Yep, that’s Leo.  He must need my help with something.  Can’t leave him hanging you know, he’s got that bum leg.  Sorry bro’, maybe next time.”

Even if Raph had wanted to protest his brother’s departure he didn’t have the chance.  Mikey moved so fast that the only thing Raph saw was an orange blur.

With a satisfied smile, Raph remained where he was for several minutes, ensuring himself that the coast was indeed clear.  Once he was positive that he was alone, he quickly and silently retrieved the canvas bag, wasting no more time in heading for the cabin where Slash was staying.

Raph approached the cabin carefully, his eyes actively scanning the area around the small shelter.  He saw and heard no signs of life from either the outside or inside of the cabin itself.

For a moment there was a sinking sensation in Raph’s stomach at the thought that Slash had taken off.  It was late morning and the large mutant might have believed that Raph wasn’t going to come.


Then he saw the door on the front end of the cabin open slightly.  “Raphael?”


Whatever had sent his stomach spiraling suddenly leaped up into Raph’s chest and his heart began to hammer.  Moving towards the cabin, he said, “Yeah Slash, it’s me.”


When he stepped inside Raph saw that Slash was standing back, clearly giving the smaller turtle room.  It crossed Raph’s mind that his old friend didn’t want to do anything that would seem aggressive for fear of scaring Raph away.

Closing the door behind him so that Slash would see that he was comfortable being in the cabin with the larger mutant, Raph said, “Sorry I’m so late.  Leo needed my help with a couple of things and I had to shake Mikey off my tail.  He’s bored.”

“You don’t have to apologize for taking care of family obligations,” Slash said.  “That’s something I’ve always admired about you.”

“Even though I spent so much time griping about them?” Raph asked with an impish grin.


“Everyone needs to feel appreciated,” Slash said in a gentle tone.

Suddenly feeling flushed, Raph set the bag he was carrying on the floor and knelt down next to it.  As he unzipped the bag, he said, “I brought some food and a few other things too.  Until we can collect some rocks to make you a fire pit, you’ll have to eat cold canned food.  I think we should spend our time today closing up the holes in this place.”


Slash walked over to accept the items as Raph handed them to him.  The pillow, sheets, and blanket he tossed onto the tarp that served as his bed.  Everything else he placed on a couple of shelves, being surprisingly neat about how he arranged things.


As Raph was handing him the last of the canned goods, their hands came into contact.  Slash immediately froze, his larger hand partially covering Raph’s.  Slash gazed down at him, his expression enigmatic, but his eyes seemed more alive than normal as they searched Raph’s green ones.


Raph felt a slight bit of discomfiture at the intensity of Slash’s gaze, but he didn’t attempt to pull away.  His friend’s skin felt good upon his own, rekindling that sense of closeness they’d once shared.

It was Slash who finally broke the tableau, pulling his hand back as he took the can from Raph’s.  When Slash turned to store the can with the other items on the shelf, Raph blinked rapidly and stood up.


The fluttering in Raph’s chest had subsided by the time Slash looked at him again.


“Why don’t you eat some breakfast while I go through the wooden planks outside?” Raph suggested.  “We’ll get the roof fixed first and then work on that double door.”


“Food sounds good,” Slash said, eagerly looking towards the items he’d just received.


A bit of guilt touched Raph then for having taken so long to get to the cabin.  Slash seemed to sense it and turned back to his friend, moving a couple of steps towards him.

“Thank you, Raphael,” Slash said with a sincerity that made the red banded turtle smile self-consciously.


“No problem,” Raph responded, thinking how lame that sounded after it came out.


“You’ve always been good to me,” Slash said, his eyes almost glowing as they studied the other turtle.

Raph rubbed the back of his neck nervously.  “You’re my best bud,” he responded.  “Always have been.”


“I like that,” Slash said simply.


With a nod of acknowledgment, Raph went outside.  As he picked through the stack of planks, he thought about how different Slash had become.  Maybe it was that three month journey that Slash had taken to find him.  Being alone in unfamiliar terrain had no doubt given Slash time to think about many things.

The changes in Slash were giving Raph a few things to think about as well.  The more time they spent together, the less Raph thought of him as Spike.  It was sad to have that memory fade, but the mutated version was proving to be invigorating to be around.  Raph had no clue why he was reacting differently to being near Slash, but it was far from unpleasant.

It wasn’t long before Slash joined him outside.  Raph had Slash give him a boost onto the roof and then hand him the things he needed to repair the two holes that were there.


By the time the double doors had been fixed the sun, seen through the canopy of trees, was high up in the sky.  Unless he wanted his brothers to come looking for him again, Raph knew he’d have to leave soon.

Stretching his arms over his head, Raph stepped back to study his handiwork.  The door was nice and solid again and there were no more openings in the cabin.  Now Slash could use the camp light that was inside without worrying that it would attract a swarm of bugs.


“Donatello is not the only one who is good with his hands,” Slash commented, moving over to stand next to Raph.


“This was a joint effort,” Raph said, jerking a thumb towards the cabin.  “We make a good team.”


Raph regretted his choice of phrasing as soon as it slipped out but Slash only smiled.  “Yes, I believe we do.”


“I’d better grab my bag and head back to the farmhouse,” Raph said, walking inside the cabin.  “I told Leo I’d return after lunch and I don’t need them worrying about where I’ve gone.”


“Because they might find you’ve hidden me in the woods,” Slash said with a touch of humor.


“You’re the one who insisted it’d be better if you stayed out here,” Raph reminded him.

“Indeed I did,” Slash said, acknowledging the fact.  “The solitude is nice, but it’s better when the only other being around is you.”


Raph’s cheeks started to heat up and he shuffled his feet on the ground.  Glancing around to avoid eye contact with Slash, he spotted the bedding that had been haphazardly tossed onto the tarp.


Walking across the room, Raph knelt down and began spreading the flannel sheets out over the tarp, creating a thin layer of cushioning for his friend.  He opened the blanket on top of the sheets and then folded it back once before setting the pillow in place.


He didn’t realize that Slash was next to him until the large mutant touched his shoulder.  Startled, Raph quickly rose to his feet, but didn’t back away.


“You’re hovering,” Slash told him.

Raph looked up at Slash, acutely aware of how close they were to each other.


“Yeah, well . . . .” Raph began, unsure as to what he should say.

“I’m not your pet turtle anymore, you don’t need to do everything for me,” Slash said with a smile.  Lifting his arms, he wiggled his fingers.  “I even have hands now.”


The pair looked at each other for a second and then started laughing.


As his laughter began to die down, Raph said, “I guess old habits are hard to break.”


“I find it charming that you still care that much,” Slash said, his voice deepening slightly.

 
For some reason the deeper sound made it hard for Raph to breathe.  Swallowing heavily, he said, “Of course I do.  You’ll always be important to me.”

Once again Slash’s expression was hard to read as he stared intently into Raph’s eyes.  “Old habits are good, but I think making new ones together would be better.”


There was a strange suggestiveness in the way that Slash said those words that sent a shiver down Raph’s spine.  “I can do that,” Raph said, hearing his own voice crack just a little.


Slash’s jaw moved out and back, almost as if he was tasting his next words.  Whatever he’d wanted to say, he seemed to swallow them and instead told Raph, “As much as I wish you could stay all day, we don’t want your brothers to start searching for you.”


Clearing his throat, Raph went back to where his bag lay and picked it up.  “I’ve got to run some drills with Don and Mikey this afternoon.  Neither of them will work out if I don’t stay on them.”

“I hope they are coming to understand how much you do for them,” Slash said.

Raph remembered how often he used to rant on the subject and said sheepishly, “We’ve all done a lot of growing up.”


“It suits you well,” Slash said.


Opening the door, Raph asked, “Will you be okay tonight?  I don’t know if I can make it back today.”


Slash glanced around the cabin, which seemed far more homey and comfortable now that things had been fixed.


“Yes, I’ll be fine,” Slash said, looking Raph directly in the eye.  “I have almost everything I need.”


Raph pulled the door shut behind him and started back to the farmhouse.  He didn’t need a translator to understand what Slash meant.

TBC………
