De Novo
part 7

Raph made it back to the farmhouse before anyone began to actively wonder where he was.  On his way there he took the precaution of stepping into the pond and splashing water on himself so that it would look as though he’d been for a swim.


Before he reached the farmhouse clearing, Raph found a new hiding spot for the canvas bag.  He would poke around the kitchen later and see if there was anything else he could take to Slash.  Raph knew he’d have to be careful that the items he removed wouldn’t be missed.


After grabbing a quick sandwich to sate his hunger, Raph did as he’d promised Leo and rounded up Don and Mikey for a practice session.

Leo joined his brothers in the yard and while Raph worked the younger two, Leo went through his katas slowly so as not to strain his leg.  Every so often Leo would stop and watch their practice with a critical eye.

The only time Leo spoke though was when one of his brothers tried to argue with Raph’s instruction.  His words were not only supportive, but also made it clear that Raph was in charge of their training.
Raph had never realized how much confidence Leo actually had in him until that moment.  They often butted heads when it came to strategy, but Raph was starting to understand that they needed each other.  Their disagreements were valuable in that they forced both Leo and Raph to look at every angle of a situation and make the best possible choices.

As bad as their current circumstances were, it had helped them to discover a mutual respect for one another.  Unfortunately, that also added to Raph’s guilt over hiding Slash’s presence from his brothers.
 Throughout the remainder of the day Raph’s mind remained on his ongoing dilemma.  He was practical enough to know that he couldn’t keep Slash stashed at the cabin forever, but he was hard pressed to figure out a solution that included his brothers’ acceptance of the large mutant who had once tried to destroy them.
After dinner Raph joined his family in the living room, settling into one of the dining room chairs which he’d placed slightly apart from everyone else.  He tried to get involved in the television show the others were watching, but the sight of April seated between Don and Casey was distracting.

Raph’s eyes were continually drawn to the silent battle the two males waged in their attempt to draw April’s attentions.  Finally fed up with their antics, the girl grasped and held both of their hands, solving the problem of the moment.
Silently rising from his seat, Raph left the house, walking across the darkened yard to the swing.  He sat down with a deep sigh, glancing at the bright windows of the farmhouse before looking up at the sky.
Something in him ached to be with Slash right now.  Raph could picture the turtle sitting on the floor of the cabin, surrounded by silence as he ate a lone and meager dinner.  Laughter from inside the bright farmhouse only served to sharpen the contrast between what he had and what Slash did not.

Despite how Leo was reaching out to him, Raph’s choice to help Slash was based on the large turtle’s greater and more immediate need.  It was a matter of weighing Leo’s desire to keep their family strong against Slash’s very survival.
Then there was the strange pull that Raph felt when he was with Slash.  The big guy had teased Raph about hovering, but if Raph were truly honest with himself, only a little of that was from a residual protective feeling on his part.
Raph hadn’t wanted to leave the cabin.  Despite the awkward nervousness that had overcome him whenever Slash was near, Raph was nevertheless drawn to him.  He’d felt a touch of that in the city whenever they met, but out here away from all the turmoil, it was stronger.

That morning Slash had told Raph that he had almost everything he needed.  Raph didn’t require a brain the size of Don’s to understand that Slash hadn’t only spent three months following his trail from New York to here because he was worried about his former owner.  Slash had done so because he wanted to be with Raph.
Slash had explained that Raph was family and the only one he had.  There was more to it than that.  Raph wouldn’t feel so warm or become so breathless when he was close to Slash if the mutant only thought of him as a friend or caretaker.
It was at times like this when Raphael felt Master Splinter’s loss most deeply.  His father was the only one he could talk to about his deepest emotions without fear of ridicule or being marginalized.

Just as Raph thought about how much he missed his father, the front door opened and Leo stepped onto the porch.  After closing the door carefully behind him, Leo walked to the steps and looked around.  When he spotted Raph, he came down and made his way over to the swing.
Raph took it as some sort of sign that Leo had appeared just as he was lamenting the fact that he had no one to talk to.  Maybe he couldn’t exactly tell Leo everything, but he didn’t have to keep it all bottled up inside either.

As Leo drew closer, Raph scooted over to make room for him.  Leo accepted the unspoken invitation and sat down, glancing at Raph and then lifting his head to study the stars as his younger brother was doing.

Neither of them talked for several minutes before Leo asked softly, “You know he’s out there somewhere, right?  I think we’d know if he was . . . gone.  We’d feel it.”

“Yeah,” Raph agreed with a sigh.  “I just wish we knew what to do about it.”

“I think,” Leo began before pausing a second.  Raph looked over at him, seeing that Leo was trying to find words for something that was hard to convey.  “I think he’ll find a way to tell us,” he finished.


“Hope so,” Raph said, understanding what Leo was attempting to express.  “Guiding us is kind of his thing.”


Another few minutes of silence descended on them and then Leo asked, “You’re thinking about more than just Master Splinter, aren’t you?”

Raph glanced at him and then away.  “Do you ever wonder about what things will be like when we’re older?”


“Sure.  I guess.  Well, all the time,” Leo admitted.  “Anything in particular?”


“You think we’re always gonna be . . . alone?”  Raph asked hesitantly, shooting another quick look at his brother and then avoiding eye contact.

“We’re not alone,” Leo said, brow furrowing.  “We have each other and our friends.”


“That’s not what I meant,” Raph said.  “Is it always going to be the same; you leading, me being a hot head, Donnie a lovesick nerd and Mikey a goob?”

“I don’t even know what a goob is,” Leo responded lightly.  Seeing the serious expression on Raph’s face, he asked, “Are you worried about change?  You know what Master Splinter says, change happens whether we’re prepared for it or not.”


“I ain’t worried about change.  I’m worried about things that don’t change,” Raph stressed.  “All of the things we don’t have a chance at.”


Leo’s brow smoothed a little as he started to catch on.  “The normal things that humans take for granted?”


“Yeah, kinda,” Raph said.  A short span of quiet settled on them before Raph spoke again.  “You know how I’m always telling Don he ain’t got a chance with April and that he should stop making a fool of himself?  Him giving up ain’t what I really hope for.  I say it partly because I want him to quit mooning and partly because I don’t want to see him get hurt.”


“Do you worry about how he’ll react if she chooses Casey?” Leo asked.


“Some,” Raph said and then straightened up, determined to say what he’d been keeping to himself since they’d met April.  “I want her to choose Don.  If that can happen for him then it could happen for the rest of us too.”

“Ahh,” Leo said, looking at Raph intently.


“Tell me you didn’t have those same kinds of thoughts about Karai,” Raph demanded, growing more animated.  “Master Splinter never talked to us about that stuff.  Why is that?  Does he think we won’t ever have that chance?  If Don got with April would Master Splinter say it was okay?”


“I never heard him say he was against it,” Leo said with a frown.

“I overheard him tell Don not to get his hopes up,” Raph told him.

“That isn’t the same as saying no,” Leo pointed out gently.


“I suppose not,” Raph said, looking back up at the stars.  “It’s not very encouraging though.”

Another round of laughter from the farmhouse reached them as they both contemplated the night sky.  After a couple of minutes, Leo ventured to ask, “Were you thinking of someone in particular?”

The question caught Raph off guard and he shifted in his seat, making the swing move.  Bracing his feet on the ground to stop the motion, he said, “I don’t know what you mean.  We were talking about Don and April.”

“Were we?” Leo asked, staring intently at his brother.  “Why do I get the feeling that the situation we discussed might be the same for you?”


“I ain’t responsible for your feelings,” Raph responded gruffly.  “Just ‘cause I said I wanted a little hope for the rest of us doesn’t mean I had anything particular in mind.”


“Did you meet someone that you like the way Don likes April?” Leo asked outright, ignoring his brother’s protests.

“Where’d you get that idea?” Raph countered, wondering if Leo was guessing at things or if he knew more than he was letting on.


“Your train of thought tonight and the fact that you’re poised to jump up and run off at any second,” Leo said, looking down at Raph’s feet, which were flat on the ground, his legs stiff.


Raph forced himself to relax.  He was the one who wanted to talk through some things and he couldn’t very well act paranoid when the conversation got too close to his present situation.  Especially not when it was Leo he was discussing things with.  His brother was astute and Raph should have known he’d question Raph’s motives in bringing up the present subject.

“Force of habit,” Raph said with a laugh.  He remembered he’d used that line as an excuse with Slash as well.  “Anytime you ask a straight up question I get defensive.  Sorry bro’, gotta work on that.”

“So no one in particular but you’d like to have someone,” Leo said, hanging on to the notion like a pit bull.

His older brother wasn’t a quitter and Raph had to do some fast thinking.

“Wouldn’t you?  Karai is Master Splinter’s blood but not ours.  It’s no secret to any of us how you feel about her,” Raph said, deftly turning the focus back on his brother.


Leo had the courtesy to blush and Raph grinned at the sight.  “She’s human, she’ll want to be with someone of her own kind,” Leo said.

“She’s a mutant now,” Raph said bluntly.  “Karai’s a mutant and April’s a mutant.  Not exactly like us, but not exactly fully human either.  I’d say if we’re gonna get a chance at a love life, it’s gonna be with another mutant.”


“Considering what the Kraang have done, there are probably plenty to choose from in New York,” Leo said dryly.


The way he said it made Raph chuckle and then start to laugh.  Within a second Leo was laughing with him.


“I guess that shouldn’t be funny considering,” Raph said as their laughter died down, “but if you don’t find humor during the bad times, you’ll go nuts.”


“You’ve got that right,” Leo agreed before standing up.  “It’s getting late and I need to remind Mikey to go to bed or he’ll watch TV all night.  Are you coming in?”


Raph inhaled deeply and rose from the swing.  “Yeah, I could use some sleep.”


They started back towards the farmhouse and Leo said, “You had a pretty active day, I’d imagine you’re tired.  By the way, how was your swim?  Was the water cold?”


Raph’s eyes darted over to his brother and then away.  The only expression on Leo’s face was open curiosity, but that didn’t mean the older turtle wasn’t growing suspicious.  He could easily put together the topic they’d just discussed with Raph’s absences and wonder what his red banded brother was up to.

Bum leg or not, if Leo decided he wanted to know more, he was stealthy enough to follow Raph without giving himself away.


“Not as cold as you might think,” Raph answered in an even tone.  “But then, I was feeling pretty warm after that long run I went on.  Be nice when you build up your strength if you could come with me.”

“All four of us will go,” Leo promised with a smile, preceding Raph up the steps and into the house.


That statement might have sounded innocent to anyone else, but not to Raph.  He was going to have to be a whole lot more cautious from now on.

TBC……………….
