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Reality Check
Summary
Lloyd Garmadon wakes up in the hospital blind and concussed. But hey, at least his friends are there! ..except they're not exactly the ones he remembers? What is going on? And why is his dad so obsessed with ocean creatures?
Or, in which Movie Lloyd gets injured during a fight with Garmadon and wakes up with amnesia... but not?
Notes
Welcome to my very first completed multi-chapter story! This started out as a little practice writing challenge I do for myself on occasion, and after eight months of almost-daily entries, this labor of love was finished (and I made some friends along the way! đ)
Enjoy!
Chapter 1
There's something to be said about waking up in one's own bed. The mattress has just the right level of squish, the sheets are comfortable, and the blankets have been perfectly arranged to provide just the right amount of warmth to survive that post-wake up chill.
Unfortunately, his bed was not where Lloyd woke up. A sharp pain blossomed throughout his head, harshly pulling him from sleep's sweet embrace. As his hands went to cradle his head, he took note of how dark the room was. Usually there was some sort of light, whether it was the moonlight peeking through the cracks of the window shades or a light from the hallway right outside his door, but tonight it was pitch black. He tried blinking several times to get his eyes to readjust and focus, but to no avail.
His head was still throbbing and he could feel what seemed like bandages around his head as he struggled to sit himself up. Had he been injured? The green ninja tried to think back to the last thing he remembered, but everything was fuzzy and vague.
The sound of a door slamming open caught his attention and he turned toward the sound. A strangely-accented voice spoke up first. âLloyd! Thank goodness youâre awake! You were out for so long, we thoughtâŚâ
âYou took a pretty bad hit to the head,â someone else (Zane?) interjected. âThe doctors are worried about the concussion you sustained. How are you feeling?â
Lloyd winced at the new sounds and curled in on himself a bit more, wrapping his arms around his knees. âMy head feels like a jackhammer was left on inside of it.â His voice was rough and raspy from disuse, and the foreign sound grated at him in a way he couldnât place. âWith the way it hurts to hear you guys talk, itâs probably a good idea you kept the lights off.â He heard several sharp intakes of air, and warning bells began to go off in his mind. ââŚwhatâs wrong?â
Several moments of silence passed before he heard movement. Someone sat on the bed next to him and took his hand. The voice, Kaiâs this time, was much softer and more melancholic. âLloyd⌠the lights are on. I think⌠the concussion has blinded you.â
The blond boyâs eyes grew wide with fear as he moved his eyes around and blinked several times, trying to force them to see again. âWh-what? I⌠I mean, I canât beâŚâ
Zaneâs cheery voice piped up again. âThat is one of the side effects the doctors mentioned, but the good news is that your vision should return in time. However, whether it will be weeks or months is unknown.â
Lloyd felt a hand grasp his own free hand while another moved to rub circles across his back. âWe wonât let you go through this alone. Youâve got us to look after you! Iâm sure youâll be back on your feet in no time, but until then, just let us know what you need. Iâd even give up my portion of cake for you.â
Tears began to form in the green ninjaâs eyes as he tried to clear the fog from his mind. Blind? For how long? What was supposed to happen in the meantime? He didnât want to just sit around, but what else could he do with his injury causing this? And where did he even get the injury from in the first place?
âW⌠what happened? Everythingâs so fuzzyâŚâ
It was Nya who responded this time. âGarmadon happened. You had him on the ropes, but then he decided to play dirty. None of us were able to get to you in time, but we found you in your mech, which is completely toast now.â
Something didnât feel right about that information, but it sort of made sense? Lloyd decided that heâd have to figure it out later when he wasnât feeling so out of it. The threat of sleep was already pulling at his eyelids and he didnât know how long he could force it back. âHow long was I out?â
âA little over two weeks. The doctor said it might take a while for you to wake up, but we didnât expect it to take this long!â Jayâs voice almost squeaked as he sounded like he was trying to hold back tears.
âWeâre just glad youâre back now. Weâll help you get better.â A hand ruffled his hair and the blond subconsciously leaned into the familiar touch. Kai always knew how to comfort him, he thought with a smile.
His eyelids drooped and he felt his body begin to relax. The hands ruffling his hair and rubbing his back guided him into a supine position and pulled the blanket up to his shoulders.
âGet some sleep, bro. Weâll come back to visit soon.â
As feet pattered out of the room and the door closed gently behind them, Lloyd smiled as sleep finally claimed him. He wouldnât trade his family for the world.
- - - - -
The next time he woke up, he realized he could now sense light. Everything was still relatively dark, but he could at least tell that there was some sort of light in the room. A dryness in his mouth and throat made itself known as well, and he coughed a few times, grimacing at how it rattled his head, before attempting to sit up.
The sound of movement next to him caught his attention before he heard a voice. âWhoa there, slow down! Itâs Kai here, Iâll get you some water.â Two hands slid under him, one under his back and one under his head, and helped to stabilize him. Once he was fully sitting upright, a drinking glass was placed in his hands. âHere you go. Drink slowly, and let me know if you need help.â
Lloyd slowly brought the glass to his lips and took a couple sips of the water. âThanks. Is it just you here right now?â
âYep. The others are working on homework right now down in the cafeteria, but Iâll let them know youâre awake.â There was a short pause as he heard the click clack of a message being typed out on a cell phone. ââŚand send! They should be up in a couple minutes, but itâll just be two at a time. The doctor didnât seem too happy that we were, quote âoverstimulating the patient right after he woke up.ââ
A comfortable silence fell between the two, only broken by the occasional sound of Lloyd sipping some more water. Some of the brain fog had cleared away, and the green ninja decided to bring up a question that was bugging him. âWhy are the others working on homework? They donât go to school, do they?â
Kai gave a confused hum. âWhat do you mean? Of course they do! We all attend Ninjago Highâat least, we do when Garmadonâs not attacking.â
There was that other not-right thing. âWhat do you mean, âwhen Garmadonâs not attackingâ?â The events of the past few months flashed through his mind, especially the battle at the monastery. âI thought he decided to help us?â
Another stretch of silence lapsed, this one much less comfortable, before he heard Kaiâs voice again. âUh, no? Last I checked he was still in that volcano lair of his, plotting to take over Ninjago City. Although now that you mention it, he hasnât shown up again since you got hurtâŚâ
The conflicting information started to make Lloydâs head spin, his thoughts spiraling as they tried to reconcile things. Garmadon had a volcano lair? And whatâs this about going to school? Behind all the new info, there was something in the back of his mind that was confirming everything he had just heard, as if that was the way things had always been, but it didnât feelâŚright.
âThis has to be a dream, right? None of this makes sense, and yet it makes perfect sense somehow? I didnât attend Darkleyâs for long, and Iâve definitely not been to school since the Tomorrowâs Tea incidentâŚâ Lloydâs face scrunched up in confusion and frustration.
A short chime sound caught his attention and he heard the squeak of leather as he presumed Kai stood up from his chair. âThat was the others. Theyâre ready to visit, so Iâll go trade places with them. Do you need anything else before I head out?â
Lloyd held up the glass of water. âI think Iâm done with this for now, but otherwise Iâll be fine. Thanks Kai.â
The cup was lifted out of his hand and a clink indicated it had been replaced on the nearby bedside table. âAlright, Iâll send them in soon.â The door opened and closed, and the blond was left alone.
Without his sight, he tried to fill in the blanks with his other senses. His hands ran over the thin hospital sheet, feeling its texture and measuring the width of the bed. A slight discomfort on the back of his hand drew his attention to an IV line. His ears picked up faint noises outside the room, and he guessed that the door was somewhere to his left. He also heard the rhythmic hum of some of the medical instruments. The air smelled of disinfectant and latex gloves, and there wasnât much to taste besides his own saliva.
The door took longer to open than he expected, but when it did, two sets of footsteps entered the room. Both sets were heavy and bold, one carefree and confident while the other was purposeful and direct. Lloyd tried to guess the person each footstep belonged to, but his mind drew a blank.
âSo, howâs our resident green bean holding up?â Coleâs voice made itself known, and Lloyd realized that it sounded higher than he remembered. It also lacked the gravelly timbre that was associated with the earth ninjaâs voice, but something in him assured with perfect confidence that this was indeed Cole.
âI can see a little bit of light now, so that gives me some hope. Otherwise, Iâm⌠still trying to make sense of things.â He rubbed a finger against the IV line absentmindedly.
âAh yes. Kai did mention that you were having some memory issues. Is there anything in particular you would like clarification on?â The set of purposeful footsteps walked closer to the bed as Zaneâs almost-but-not-quite robotic voice spoke rather animatedly.
Lloydâs brows furrowed as he slowly shook his head. âItâs just⌠all of it. Nothing you guys have mentioned matches what I remember, and yet it feels like this is whatâs supposed to be normal. For example, the last thing I remember is making the Tornado of Creation, but Nya mentioned something about a Garmadon fight and finding me in a mech.â He let out a weak chuckle as a wry smile made its way across his face. âAre you sure Iâm not dreaming? âCuz this would make for a great nightmare story. Exactly my brand of trauma, actually.â
A heavy silence filled the room, and he was sure Cole and Zane were having some sort of silent conversation about him. Soon enough, Zaneâs too-cheerful voice filled the room. âConcussions are serious things that affect everyone differently. It is entirely possible that you had a dream while you were unconscious due to your head injury, and the concussion has caused the events of the dream to present themselves as reality and vice versa.â Lloyd swore he heard several different-toned computer beeps before the nindroid spoke again. âI have made a note to inform the doctor about this possibility. For now, we would like to just chill with you,â he added with a strange emphasis on the word âchill.â
Lloyd sighed and filed the whole dream reality thing away with the growing pile of âthings to think about when his head is clearerâ. He then turned his focus to changing the topic. âSooo, Kai mentioned something about school? Whatâs it like? I donât remember attending Ninjago High.â
âItâs so boring. I donât see why we have to be there in the first place; we never have time to learn anything anyway with how often Garmadon attacks...â
As the earth ninja ranted about the mundane experience that was attending public education, Lloyd found himself smiling. He still wasnât quite sure that this all was real, but at least his friends were familiar.
Chapter 2
Chapter Summary
Lloyd learns more about the world and people heâs forgotten.
Scratch his previous thought, his friends werenât actually that familiar. Throughout Cole and Zaneâs visit, he picked up that Zane was trying (and utterly failing) to conceal his robotic nature, and Cole was REALLY into music, so much so that Lloyd jokingly imagined his elemental power could be music or sound instead of earth.
Nya and Jay were the next ones to visit, and if the Jay he remembered was a pillar of confidence, this one was a nervous wreck. Nya seemed to be pretty much the same as she should be, but he got the sense that if there was anything between her and Jay, it was very one-sided on Jayâs part.
âŚwhich was extremely concerning since Jay had just proposed to Nya before they used the Tornado of Creation, and she said yes. When he voiced as much, he got an ear-splitting laugh from Nya as if that would ever happen, and a nervous giggle from Jay.
Surely the whole thing wasnât just a dream, right? He knew there were adventures heâd had, things he was certain that he had seen and done with the other ninja, but nothing he was experiencing now matched what he thought he knew.
Time seemed to drag on endlessly. Jay and Nya eventually left him to finish their homework (that was still a strange concept; the ninja attending school), and he was left with nothing to do but lay there. He debated trying to go back to sleep, but his body wasnât tired enough to be able to fall asleep.
He absentmindedly wondered if Wu was around somewhere, and how different from his memories he actually was. There was a wide variety of differences, from Cole and Jay being the most different to Nya being the least, but every single one of them was different in some way. Even Garmadon sounded like he was different, what with his apparent obsession over having an ocean creature theme for everything.
Lloyd decided that he didnât like head injuries; it was too hard to think clearly about anything. Heâd have to put in some extra agility training once he got all healed up.
Just when he thought he was going to go stir crazy, the door slammed open and an unfamiliar gasp bounced through the room. âOh honey, I came as soon as I heard you were awake! Your friends told me about your concussion. How are you feeling? Itâs all right, momâs here now.â
Two arms enveloped him in a hug, and the familiar scent of vanilla and sandalwood that surrounded him brought to mind images of Misako. Was she different in reality also, or would she be the same as he remembered? He weakly brought his arms up and returned the hug, content to sit in the comfort of it while he could.
His mom released the hug after a few seconds and instead she grabbed Lloydâs face, lightly turning it this way and that. âI am so sorry, honey. Everything must be so confusing and scary. What do you remember about me?â
Based on the reactions of his previous visitors when he shared about his memories, he wanted to be more tactful and thought for a moment what best to share or filter out. âUhmm, your name is Misako, you and Garmadon got married and had me before he was banished, and you help Wu with research a lot?â
The hands holding his face began to tremble, and he was pulled into another hug. He heard her whisper âmy sweet little boyâ over and over, and the cloth at the back of his shoulder grew wet as she cried. This time when he returned the hug, his hand went to rest on her head and he had a chance to feel her hair. Instead of the braid he was expecting, there was a loose bun held in place by a pair of hair sticks. He felt her sobs strengthen, and he moved his hand down to rub circles into her back instead.
He wasnât entirely sure how to feel. Judging by her reaction, she had expected different information to come out of his mouth, which meant yet another person that his memories conflicted with. What made it awkward was the fact that it was his own mother this time. Someone he should be closer to than the ninja, and now it was all wrong. He had disappointed her, and he didnât even know how to make things right again.
Eventually the tears stopped falling, and his mother took several deep breaths to calm herself. âAs soon as I heard that you were injured, I went straight to Garmadon and gave him a piece of my mind for daring to actually hurt his own son. Needless to say, he should stay away from the city for a while. Thatâll give you time to at least be released from the hospital, and then I promise we will move out of Ninjago City.â She pulled out of the hug and held his face in her hands again. âWeâll go somewhere far away from your father and the rest of this two-faced city. Youâve been through so much with the constant bullying and now this; itâs the least I can do to make it up to you.â
Bullying? Toward the Green Ninja? There was a lot that he was missing, but he decided to wait until later to dig into that can of worms. He didnât want to start another bout of crying.
The hands soon released his face, and the sound of a tissue being pulled out of a box came from his bedside. A couple nose blows and one hand washing later, his motherâs weight settled on the side of the bed.
A nagging thought hit him as he thought about his motherâs words. If they moved away from Ninjago City, he couldnât be there as the Green Ninja when he was needed (which, by the sound of things, the ninja were needed pretty regularly). âHey mom, letâs wait until after Iâm better to talk about moving. I donât think Iâm ready to leave the city quite yet.â
A shuddering breath slowly left the woman. âYouâre right. Nothing good comes from emotionally charged decisions.â She gently patted Lloydâs leg. âWhen did my baby go and get so wise?â
Lloyd broke out into an awkward smile and he put a hand on top of his momâs. âIâm sure I got it from you and Wu.â He made his eyes look down, desperately wishing he could force himself to see the hand that he knew was resting on his leg. âDo you think you could tell me some stories? Stuff that we did, places weâve gone, things like that.â
Her hand rolled over and grabbed his hand, squeezing it gently. âI would love to.â
And tell she did. She told all kinds of stories, ranging from his childhood to vacation road trips to second-hand stories from babysitters (usually Wu). Many of the stories elicited some deep-seated emotion; sometimes fondness, sometimes embarrassment, sometimes smugness and pride.
Huh. Maybe Zaneâs theory about the dream-slash-reality swap wasnât so far off after all.
They sat there for what felt like hours, his mom telling story after story while he only spoke up to ask for clarification. He learned that his momâs birth name was indeed Misako, but she always went by Koko instead. He learned that he was, in fact, not left at a boarding school when he was little and that he had always lived with his mom. He learned that Garmadon didnât even really know that his son existed as more than a bald baby with no teeth, and yet his relation to the warlord was the cause of basically everyone in the city turning against him. (Thank goodness the hospital personnel were too professional to have been petty about treating him.)
Eventually Koko informed him that it was getting late and rose from the bed, promising him that she would return after work the next day. She pecked a kiss on his cheek, and then he followed the sound of her footsteps to the door and out of the room.
His head, which had been miraculously relaxed during the time his mom was there, began to throb once again, though at a lesser intensity than before. He slowly let himself back down onto his back and mentally reviewed the day. A lot of things were still fuzzy, but the conversations with everyone had helped to clear away some of the fog surrounding everything. He still didnât remember any events before the injury, but as long as he was getting better, heâd take the day as a win.
As he closed his eyes and drifted off toward sleep, he casually wondered when Master Wu would come visit.
- - - - -
Lloyd awoke to the sensation of light and the sound of gentle snoring. The bandages around his head felt more snug, and he figured they must have been changed overnight.
Opening his eyes was a chore as sleep tried to hold them hostage, but once they were open he shut them again instantly. Everything was so bright!
He gave them a few more seconds closed then tried again. The brightness was a little more bearable this time, and he could see colors now. To his right was the greatest concentration of light, indicating the presence of a large window. The light from the window washed out any colors that were in front of him, but to his left he saw a mass of dark blue with a blob of white in the center.
If the dark blue was a chair, then maybeâŚ
âMaster Wu?â
The white figure jerked and groaned, not expecting the wake up call, and another unfamiliar voice spoke up (and wasnât that sad, the number of unfamiliar voices heâd heard in the last day or so). âLloyd, good morning! How are you feeling?â
The blond carefully sat himself up and shielded his eyes from the sunlight. âMâ alright, I guess. Everythingâs blurry and way too bright, but itâs a huge improvement from yesterday.â He closed his eyes as the light began to make them ache, and he let out a little chuckle. âOr whatever day it was. Itâs kinda hard to keep track of time when youâre blind and exhausted.â
After a few seconds, the distinctly accented voice of the sensei broke the stillness. âThe other ninja mentioned you had some sort of dream. Would you tell me what you remember of it?â
âI can, but itâs kinda long. You sure you want to hear it?â After receiving no response, he shrugged and began his tale. âIt started out at a boarding school called Darkleyâs School for Bad BoysâŚâ
Deciding to omit some of the more⌠sensitive things, he vaguely recounted several events that he remembered; the prophecy of the Green Ninja, the Tomorrowâs Tea incident, defeating the Overlord (twice), the invasion of the Cursed Realm, Wuâs disappearance and Garmadonâs reappearance, and finally the battle with the Oni.
ââŚand thatâs the last thing I remember before waking up here.â His eyes had adjusted to the light by now, and guided by the colored masses he reached for what he hoped was a cup of water.
Wu was silent for several moments while Lloyd let the cool liquid soothe his throat. âVery interesting indeed. I have heard legends of the Oni before, but the other things⌠For you to have had vivid dreams of such things must be an omen. I will need time to look into this for myself.â The white shape rose and came closer to him, and Lloyd felt a hand rest on his head. âYou really donât remember anything that happened before you woke up?â
The green ninja shook his head. âNo. Itâs like everything before the dream doesnât exist anymore. When I hear stories of things that have happened, I feel a sense of recognition and other emotions toward the events, but nothing ever brings up a memory. Like last night when mom was here! She told me a story of the time I came home from school with a participation ribbon, and I felt pride and smugness and anxiety connected to the moment, but no memory attached itself to it.â
The old man hummed before lightly ruffling Lloydâs hair. âI will do everything I can to find out what these dreams mean. In the meantime, heal well nephew.â He removed his hand from the boyâs head and began moving to the door. With a mirthful tone, he added, âAlthough it seems youâve already taken that initiative.â
Then the door closed with a soft click and Lloyd was left in silence once again.
Chapter 3
Chapter Summary
Lloyd finally gets to explore this unfamiliar world.
The days flew by quickly. Every time he slept, he woke up a little bit better than before, and he was miraculously out of the hospital within a week. His eyesight had fully returned and the gash on the side of his head had closed up with only a slight scar, but the dream world was still the only memories he had of before the accident. Thankfully his friends had been more than willing to share stories of their exploits as both high school students and the Secret Ninja Force.
Yeah, apparently they were supposed to hide their identities. He was just glad he hadnât accidentally revealed anything to his mom during his hospital stay.
Speaking of his mom, she pulled him out of schoolâunder the reason that he was still recovering from the accident, which wasnât entirely wrongâuntil he figured out what he wanted to do. That was a huge load off his chest, because he had no idea how heâd do relearning his routine while also dealing with high school drama. The other ninja expressed their disappointment at his absence, but they understood the reasoning.
Maybe he would try going back to school eventually, just not now.
His first day back at home started out pretty normal. He got up at the crack of dawn, to which his mom expressed surprise at. Apparently he normally slept at least another hour, so he told himself that he would try to be more ânormalâ about that tomorrow.
And how sad was that, that he had to find out what was ânormalâ for him. Yes, his friends and family were different to him, but now he was different to them too. With knowledge of who they were but not of their history with him, he might as well have been a completely different person.
Based on the dream memories, he could actually be a different person.
The rest of the morning was uneventful. His mom had fixed up some eggs and sausages for breakfast, and they sat together and made small talk until she left for work. Once she was gone, Lloyd familiarized himself with the small apartment. The kitchen was neatly organized and well stocked, and he had no trouble locating anything he might need in the way of meal preparation. The small living area between the front door and his momâs bedroom was also tidy and put together, ever ready for guests.
His bedroom, however, was a different story. While his loft bed wasâŚpassably neat, the rest of the room seemed to have no organization at all. Random piles of papers littered the desk beneath his bed, clothes were strewn out over a well-worn beanbag chair, and the little space he had in his closet was taken up by more haphazardly put away clothes and shoe boxes filled with random items.
He had his work cut out for him, for sure.
Choosing the desk as the first area of attack, Lloyd began to make order out of the chaos there. He sorted through the papersâmost of which were school assignmentsâand put them inside an empty binder he found on one of the shelves underneath. The few papers that werenât school related were set aside for him to look at later.
The desk was a relatively quick task, so he kept it clear for use as a staging area and moved on to the closet. He removed the precariously stacked boxes and set them on the desk, then went through them one by one. There was a wide variety of items spread between the boxes; one contained several well-used toy cars, another contained pieces to a racetrack for the aforementioned cars, and yet another contained a black training gi. His favorite box, though, was filled with an assortment of individually wrapped candies; best of all, wintergreen pillow mints.
And if he were to pop one every now and then while he worked, who was to stop him?
He sorted the boxes into a useful pile (the candies) and a less-useful pile (the toys). He debated on throwing some of the less-useful boxes away, but something inside him told him he shouldnât yet. He decided he would come back to them at a later date and kept working.
Stacking them back in the closet in a much more stable way, he finally began putting the clothes on the beanbag away. The primary colors of his wardrobe were green and black, and aside from a few random t-shirts, he took special note of the comically large amount of green jackets and black jeans.
How often were his clothes ruined that he felt the need to own so many? He didnât want to think about that right now.
As he folded and shelved the last pair of pants, he grabbed one more mint and stepped back to admire his handiwork. The small room was much tidier and looked more open, and everything now had a place. He plopped into the beanbag chair and stared at the sky out the window next to him. The sun was high in the sky, indicating the midday mealtime was near. That, accented by a growl from his stomach, prompted the boy to drag himself off the cozy beanbag and into the kitchen.
After a quick lunch of a ham and cheese sandwich, he decided to explore the city. He was supposed to meet the other ninja at their warehouse base once they all got out of school, so he had some time to kill before then. He grabbed a green jacket by muscle memory, and then armed with that and his phone GPS, he headed out into the big wide world.
Getting out of the apartment building was simple enough, but once he was outside, he realized just how big this Ninjago City actually was. There were skyscrapers everywhere, monorail lines crisscrossed between buildings, and a river ran straight through the middle of the city.
Still staring up at the ginormous buildings around him, he started walking in a random direction. His gaze slowly lowered to the smaller buildings along his chosen path, and he could pick out some familiar names among the businesses here.
Unfortunately, the one good thing about being disliked by an entire city of people was that he never had to walk in the middle of a crowd. The sea of people parted for him as everyone gave him the widest berth possible. It was kind of nice, if he didnât think about why they made way for him. In addition, several shops and businesses had signs hung on them that explicitly said âNO SERVICE TO LLOYD GARMADON.â That was fine, he was just taking a walk right now anyways.
âŚokay, maybe it was a little less than fine.
The further he walked, the more frustrated he became. How were so many people against him? A kid, whose worst offense was getting a D on a report card in Middle School? (If he ignored the whole âreleasing the Serpentineâ thing, which apparently didnât happen here.) What if his mom got sick and he needed to pick up medicine for her? What if his mom needed him to run errands sometimes? âŚwhat if they treated his mom similarly?
That thought alone officially ruined what was supposed to be an enjoyable stroll. He shoved his hands into his jacket pockets and kept walking, trying to ignore the stares and glares he received as he passed by people. Eventually, he pulled up his hood to block out most of his peripheral, and at that moment he understood why all of his outerwear had hoods.
He was so worked up that he hadnât been paying attention to where he was going, and when he became conscious of his surroundings again, he realized he had found his way to Ninjago High.
After realizing where he was, he nearly turned and left immediately. However, his curiosity got the better of him and he decided to scope out the place.
He ducked into an alleyway and jumped up to the top of the tallest building nearby. He didnât have binoculars with him, but his phone camera had a pretty impressive zoom distance which he used to look around the campus instead.
It was a relatively small campus for the size of the city, with only three buildings and a couple of sports fields behind it. Compared to Darkleyâs, however, it was pretty impressive.
The building he was on was positioned on the side, so he used his camera zoom to try and see if he could find any of his friends. Unfortunately he couldnât, so he decided to head back the way he came. He didnât see a point in exploring the city anymore since there wasnât really anywhere he would be able to go except to the warehouse, which was the opposite direction from his apartment.
He also debated using the rooftops instead of the sidewalk to get around, but it was already risky just being on top of a building in the middle of the day. If anyone were to see him bounding through the top of their concrete jungle, his secret identity could be compromised.
Begrudgingly he leapt down off his perch and retraced his steps, setting the GPS endpoint to the warehouse. The trek to the Secret Ninja Forceâs base of operations was long, and compounded with his newfound (re-found?) reason to be disappointed in the people of the city, he was not in a very good mood by the time he arrived.
He walked around the seemingly-abandoned building trying to get in, but none of the doors were unlocked. Made sense, seeing as the others were still at school, but surely there had to be a way for him to get inside, right?
âŚa way that he would have forgotten after the accident. Right.
Scanning the surroundings, he saw a dock leading out to a boat that looked suspiciously like the Destinyâs Bounty. As he was currently locked outside the warehouse with no other options, he figured that would be as good a place as any to go. Maybe his uncle could tell him some more stories while they waited for the rest of the ninja. At this point, even a swim in the bay would be a good distraction from his current mood.
He made his way down the wooden dock and carefully stepped onto the ship. Wandering around the deck, he was surprised to discover that the Bounty was almost exactly the same as he remembered it, and he welcomed the familiarity. There were slight differences such as the design of the railings and the hanging lanterns strung between the masts, but the twin dragon heads, the three masts, and the covered upper deck were all shared elements. He took a moment to just absorb the normality of his surroundings before going back to his original task.
He didnât immediately see any signs of Wu on the main deck, but he might be around somewhere. After a quick check of the bridge yielded no wise old master, he ducked inside the cabinâŚand was met with a room full of weapons. Big weapons, little weapons, sharp weapons, dull weapons; they really had it all in here. There was even a huge metal cylinder in the center of the room that had a big âDANGERâ label across its front. He really didnât want to touch any of this stuff, but he had to poke around a bit before he found the trapdoor leading to the lower deck.
Gingerly, he climbed down the creaky ladder and made his way through the still-familiar layout. Looking through each of the rooms, however, revealed that although the building of the ship was the same, the rooms and furnishings were not. Many of the rooms were filled with storage boxes and layers of dust, as if they hadnât been used in years. Other rooms were only lightly furnished for one or two people at most.
He resurfaced from the depths of the ship disappointed and confused. Disappointed that yet another aspect of his life betrayed his memory of it, and confused as to where in the world Wu was. He climbed back up to the bridge and actually took a good look at everything. All the screens and buttons and other mechanical parts seemed to be in order, but when his eyes caught on the main navigation display, he had to do a double take.
The map shown on the screen was of a single small island. There was no dark island, although that could have just been because it still hadnât been added to maps yet, and the half spiral shape was nowhere to be found.
Lloyd took a few seconds to examine the details of the map, and then a folded piece of paper sitting on the control panel caught his eye. As he picked up the paper, something slid out between the folds and would have fallen onto the floor had his reflexes been slower. It was a key of some kind.
The note was from Wu, explaining that he was out until the others got off school and giving instructions on where to use the key to get into the warehouse. How his uncle knew that heâd be here before everyone else was beyond him, but he was thankful nonetheless for his foresight.
Having nowhere left in the Bounty to explore, he headed back across the dock to the warehouse. Wuâs instructions brought him to a small side door that had clearly seen better days. It took a bit of jiggling the key around, but the lock eventually clicked and the door slowly creaked open.
As soon as he stepped into the huge room, his breath was nearly taken away by what he saw. Surrounding the walls like guards were six gigantic mechs, one for each ninja. The red and black mechs were somewhat humanoid, with the red having flamethrower arms and the black having a single gigantic tire as its mode of mobility. The white mech was a tank, the blue mech was a jet that looked vaguely similar to the Storm Glider, and the cyan mech looked like a water strider bug.
Finally, there was Lloydâs own mech. A massive green tatsu dragon, with random bits and pieces lying on the floor around it as it was still being repaired from its pilotâs last fight. The teen picked his way around the debris and climbed into the cockpit, eyes wide with wonder. It reminded him of the elemental dragon he had in the dream world, but where that dragon was made of energy that required focus and concentration to maintain, this was made of physical materials and the only concentration required was for steering the metal beast.
Seeing as there was still plenty of time until the other ninja got out of school and there wasnât much else to do aside from some video game cabinets against a wall, the blond picked a random mech and started examining.
After all, who doesnât like seeing what all a bunch of giant mechs can do?
Chapter 4
Chapter Summary
The team trains and Wu assigns homework.
The hours sped by quickly and before he knew it, the sound of multiple somethings popping out of a suction tube pulled Lloydâs attention away from the ice tank he was currently inspecting and over to a row of lockers against the wall that he hadnât noticed before. The doors opened and his friends stepped out of them, faces displaying a wide range of relief and excitement.
âFinally! Base sweet base. Whoâs ready for-â Jay started, then squeaked and ducked behind his thick orange scarf as the blond slid to the ground and made his way toward them. âOh Lloyd! I-I didnât realize you were already here. You almost gave me a heart attack!â
Lloyd rubbed the back of his head and smiled sheepishly. âSorry about that, I just wanted to look at the mechs. Theyâre all so cool! I assume Nya built them?â
The raven-haired girl dismounted a motorcycle (did she ride that through the locker??) and bobbed her head. âSure did! With help from you, Zane and Jay, of course.â She gestured to the other two, and Zane gave his signature cheesy grin while Jay shyly rubbed his head. However, her smile faded a bit as she glanced over to the green mech. âSorry we havenât gotten yours up and running yet. Garmadon sure did a number on it.â
That prompted him to shake his head. âItâs fine. You guys were busy helping me, and I say helping a friend is much more important than fixing a mech.â His eyes sparkled as he looked at the dragon on the other side of the warehouse. âAnd besides, Iâm good with just looking at it right now. Iâve never seen a mech so detailed; it doesnât seem right to actually use it.â Catching a glimpse of the othersâ wistful looks to each other, he grimaced. âEr, sorry. I still donât rememberâŚâ
A hand was placed on his shoulder, and he looked over to see Cole giving an awkward smile. âDonât worry about it. After all, thatâs why weâre here, right? Weâre gonna help you remember everything.â The black ninja patted his shoulder before guiding the blond over to the clearing by the main door. âStarting with katas. Hopefully you at least have the muscle memory for these.â
As Cole began to lead the movements of the first kata, the other ninja made their way over and joined them. Some reluctantly, some more eagerly, but all of them participated for the sake of their friend.
Lloyd was relieved to learn that the kata was the same as one he remembered from the dream world, and he was able to follow along easily. As the son of a dancer, Cole had a natural flow through the different stretches and forms while the othersâ movements were more stiff and hesitant, making the blond curious as to how long ago they started learning these.
They worked through several katas; most of them were familiar, but a couple of them had slight variations that he didnât recognize and had to adjust for. As the session drew to a close, Lloyd shook out his limbs and did some light cooldown stretching. The others followed suit soon after, and Jay went to a small refrigerator and brought back sports drinks for everyone.
âYouâve gotten really good at those, Lloyd! Have you been practicing on your own time?â Cole gave him a thump on the back. âWhenever you remember, that is.â
The blond shook his head and gave his friend a reassuring smile. âItâs all right. Actually, I think I worked through them in the dream world a lot. Sometimes with you guys, sometimes with Wu, sometimes by myself.â The smile pressed down into a thoughtful line and his eyebrows lowered. âWe did a lot of training together there. Then again, we also did a lot of fighting there too, so I guess it makes sense.â
âYou know, weâve told you a lot of stories about us here, but you havenât said much of anything about us in your dream.â Jay handed Lloyd a drink and fidgeted with his own bottleâs cap. âWhat was it like? What were we like?â
Kai gulped down half his bottle at once and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. âIâm interested too. There have to be some differences, based on how you reacted when you woke up.â
The blond teenâs frown grew deeper as he tried to find the right words. âWell, I guess Jay was the biggest difference. I donât think he even knew what shy meant; he was not afraid to speak his mind and speak it loudly. Kai and Nya are pretty similar, but Cole was nowhere near as into music and Zane didnât hide the fact that heâs a nindroid.â
Zane suddenly looked very scared, and a few moments of silence passed before Coleâs voice echoed through the room. âI knew it!â
The two blue members whipped around to look at the black ninja. âWait, you werenât sure? Weâve been a team for almost six months and you couldnât tell?â Jayâs jaw dropped as he stared.
The raven-haired boy crossed his arms and scowled at the curly-haired brunet. âWell excuse me! No one ever specifically said he was, so I didnât want to assume.â
âI just thought he was weirdâŚâ Kai mumbled quietly, his eyes wide with surprise. Lloyd watched as the others turned on him too, sparking an argument about the obvious robotic characteristics of their friend all while said friendâs face flashed through various expressions of fear and uncertainty.
âZane? Were we not supposed to know that? Iâm sorry for accidentally revealing your secret without permissionâŚâ
The nindroidâs facial expression finally rested on a concerned look as he made eye contact with the green ninja. âMy father told me not to tell anyone I was an android, but he never told me what to do if they found out on their own.â He looked around at the other ninja, who had all gone quiet by now. âCan I trust you all to keep this a secret? I would rather my father not have reason to pull me out of school and extracurriculars.â
Kai put a hand on Zaneâs shoulder. âWe gotchu, man! Just like with our ninja identities, our lips are zipped.â He pulled his forefinger and thumb across his mouth for emphasis.
The others all joined in, sharing their promises to keep his secret. Zane only visibly relaxed once each person had given confirmation, but he looked satisfied at his friendsâ loyalty and his exaggerated smile came back. âThank you all for your promises. Although, am I really that obvious? I thought I was doing a good job at normal teenager things.â
Lloyd smiled and put a hand on Zaneâs shoulder. He realized that the nindroid wasnât even simulating breathing, although whether he even could was a different question. âLetâs just say youâve still got a ways to go.â
That got a chuckle out of everyone. Then Jay, tired of standing after running through katas, decided to make his way to the living area where everyone followed him to.
Once they were all seated somewhere, Nya poked Lloyd for more information. âSo, now that weâve got that out of the way, what else is different? You mentioned we fought a lot. Did we fight any weird aliens?â
âNo aliens, although we did go against the eldritch embodiment of a whole realm, so thereâs that.â Ignoring the horrified looks that statement received, he continued. âWell, we fought pirates, Serpentine, ghosts, even the Oni.â
âWait wait wait,â Kai started as he held up his hand. âYou mean like the Oni from legend? The dark bringers of doom whose presence spells the destruction of a world??â
The blond nodded his head. âYup, exactly them. In fact, they were the last enemies we fought before I woke up. Master Wu said heâd look into it; he thinks it might be an omen of some kind.â Having ended up in the middle of the couch, he stretched his arms over the back and his feet onto the coffee table as he groaned. âWhy am I stuck with these memories and not my own? I just want things to be normal alreadyâŚâ
The team sat in silence for several minutes, each mulling over their own thoughts. The sound of a flute got their attention and Lloyd looked over at the now-open main warehouse door to see Master Wu doing a little dance shuffle toward them as he played his staff.
Weird, but okay?
Everyone jumped up from their seats and rushed over to the old man, who put his staff-flute down and started chuckling. âHello students!â The blond blinked and next thing he knew, a flash of black and green was being plopped into his arms. âLloyd, your gi and hood have been cleaned and mended. They should be ready for your next fight. Cole, thank you for leading training while I was absent.â
The black ninja gave a quick nod of the head, and Lloyd briefly looked over his suit before tucking it under his arm. âMaster Wu, were you able to find out anything about my dream and the Oni? Or any of the other villains for that matter.â
The master shook his head. âI could not. The Ninjago City Library had nothing more than the fairy tale stories used to scare kids with, and even my own collection at the old dojo is sorely lacking.â An expression of annoyance flickered on his face for a bit as he plucked off a feather that had stuck on his robes. âThat obnoxious chicken didnât make looking any easierâŚâ
Deciding to ignore the whole chicken thing, Lloyd gave a single firm nod. âIâm sure thereâs something out there about them. Weâll just have to look harder for it.â He regarded the other ninja, who all nodded in agreement.
âWeâll dig up every ancient library there is if we have to,â Kai added. âIf it completely replaced my lilâ broâs memories, itâs worth finding out why.â
Jayâs soft voice piped up not long after Kaiâs promise. âHopefully thereâs also a shot at getting his own memories back tooâŚâ
The others all nodded or hummed in agreement with the blue ninja. It seemed Mission: Lloydâs Memories was far from over, and training was likely just one part of it.
Before anyone could suggest a next activity though, Master Wu tossed a bundle to each ninja. âSince you have already warmed up, itâs time to start with some new training: weapons.â A groan escaped half of the ninja while the other half gave excited gasps. âYou cannot always rely on your mechs to fight. In those situations it is important to know other fighting styles. Each of you will learn how to use the weapons I gave you and make them your signature weapon.â
Unwrapping his bundle, Lloyd found a dao sword very similar to the one he had used in the dream memories. The curved silver blade shone brightly in the ambient sunlight, and the handle was wrapped in green leather strips. As he made to grab the handle and test it out, it was pulled from his hands and replaced with a wooden version of the sword. Sounds of disappointment filled the air and he looked around to find that the rest of the ninja had the same happen with their weapons.
âOnly when you master the wooden weapons will you earn the right to hold these. They are not toys, and must be treated with care.â After rewrapping each of the weapons, the ninja master put them into a large duffel bag which he slung over his shoulder.
As he walked back out of the warehouse, six books flew into the air and landed by the ninjasâ feet. âRead and learn!â
Zane reached down first and picked up one of the books. âI for one do not see the purpose in learning additional weapons. We are three hundred percent more effective with our mechs. Why would we ever be without them?â
An excited smirk spread across Coleâs normally laid-back expression as he tested the weight of his giant wooden hammer. âI dunno, man. It might be kinda fun to smack around some shark generals with this thing.â
Jay let out a little pout as he held out the chain of what appeared to be some sort of flail. âThatâs âcause you got a good weapon. Whatâs this thing even supposed to be?â He experimentally shook the weapon a couple times before grabbing the book with the corresponding weapon on its cover.
âItâs a spiked flail. You swing it around and people either back away or get hurt.â Nya piped up as she started testing out her wooden spear with slashes and jabs. âHonestly, I think it suits you.â
The curly-haired brunet turned around so fast that Lloyd was worried heâd get whiplash. He stared at her with an expression that danced between offense and admiration until it finally settled on shy awe with a slight blush. âReally? Uh, w-what makes you say that, Nya?â
The girl, not even noticing his gaze, brushed by him to grab the book that went with her spear. âItâs ranged. Well, sort of. It at least has enough length that even if you just swing it around randomly, youâll give yourself a small bubble of space. And because youâre so timid, that bubble is gonna help you in close combat.â Cracking open her manual, she began flipping through the diagrams. âAgainst ranged attacks itâs a little less effective, but itâs easier to swing around as a shield than, say, a sword.â
âDoesnât that only really work in movies though?â
That made Nya pause. âYâknow what? Thatâs a good question; I donât actually know.â
âYou know what I want to know?â Kai spoke up, glowering at the twin katanas in his hands. âWhy Master Wu thinks we need more work to do. Weâve already got school homework on top of stopping Garmadon. We donât have time for more homeworkâŚâ
âMaybe thatâs exactly why, though,â Lloyd said, voice making the hothead go quiet. âWe donât have to worry about Garmadon for a while, if I understand my momâs fury well enough.â He had already been running through some of the sword drills he learned in the dream, his movements jerky and off-centered as his muscles got used to the unfamiliar weight and effort of precision. âItâs not a bad idea, either. Say we have to abandon our mechs because a bomb got attached or something; weâd be toast.â
âEasy for you to say; you got cheat code training.â Still pouting, Kai experimentally swung one of the blades to get a feel for wielding the weapons. He soon was hit on the forehead by a crumpled paper ball, and his peripheral caught his sister with a hand on her hip. âHey! Rude!â
âCome on guys, quit complaining already. Besides, Kai, you know youâll look super cool double-wielding katanas and slicing through Garmamechs like butter.â Kai scrunched his nose at that but still paused to consider that statement while Nya shook her head then nodded it toward the other side of the warehouse. âIâm going to go practice over there. Where itâs quieter. You boys can justâŚfigure things out on your own or something. Lloyd, Cole, with me.â
Lloyd shot the red ninja a sympathizing look as he walked past him to follow the girl. If there was one thing he knew about Nya, it was that you donât make her more mad when sheâs already frustrated.
Jay and Kai both started freaking out, Kai begging her to come back and help him and Jay looking like he wanted to do the same but staying silent. Zane, however, had begun flipping through his book and apparently found a website link because an instruction video for archery appeared on the TV screen after a short while. As soon as the red-blue duo realized there were videos, they scrambled to pull them up on their phones.
Once Nya and her entourage had resituated, Cole whipped out his own phone and started through his hammerâs training videos. Nya was still using the physical book as her reference, which she spread out on the floor as she worked through the movements illustrated on the pages. During a lull in the activity on the other side of the room, she decided to ask one more question from the conversation earlier. âDid we all have weapons in the dream too?â
The blond nodded. âWe did. Theyâre all mostly the same, but not everyone started out with the weapon we each have now. Zane actually started out with shurikens then switched to a bow later, and Jay never had a flail; his weapon of choice was always nunchucks. Out of all of us, I think you were the one who used the most weapons until you finally settled on the spear.â
Intrigue flashed across the cyan ninjaâs face as she hummed in acknowledgment. Silence fell among them as they each fell into a rhythm with their weapon, although Lloyd did eventually have to go over and help the other group as he noticed Kai having some issues with form.
The training went on until Kai, Nya, and Jay all got texts from their parents. The blond had completely lost track of time and the sun was already quite low in the sky; his mom was probably wondering where he was at. Maybe. He wasnât sure what time he usually made it back, but if his friendsâ parents were texting now, his mom likely wouldnât be far behind. He decided to beat her to the punch and let her know he was on his way, smiling a little when she sent a relieved emoji and a short âlove you, see you soonâ message.
They all parted ways for the day; red, cyan, blue, and green leaving first while Cole and Zane stayed behind to lock up. The others went with him as far as the warehouse compound gate, and then Kai and Nya took off on her motorcycle toward their home. Jay had the same path for a few more blocks, but then he also had to part ways, leaving Lloyd alone with his phone GPS for the rest of his journey.
Chapter 5
Chapter Summary
Lloyd gets traumatized by guys on motorcycles and has a hard time separating dream from reality.
The long walk back started out great. There were very few people on the streets, allowing him to look around and try to map out rooftop routes without needing to hide beneath his hood. The sky lit up with twilight, and a soft breeze pleasantly ruffled through his hair. All in all, it was looking to be a pretty relaxing walk home.
âŚfor all of 15 minutes. At some point his phone battery died and he was left to wander with whatever vague memory he had of his trip that afternoon, which itself wouldnât help much unless he was trying to get back to Ninjago High. Most of the shops around were closed already, and the few still open likely werenât willing to lend him a map of the city that he was supposedly helping to destroy.
And that was exactly how he found himself in the completely unpopulated industrial district at you-shouldnât-be-out-in-the-dark oâclock at night. His mom had to be freaking out by now, and he hoped there were people out looking for him. Even if those people were just his mom and his uncle, that would give him some shred of comfort.
As he kept movingânow speed-walking at this pointâhe felt a strong sense of unease bubble and grow inside him, causing his heart rate to increase until it was pounding in his ears. Building after building disappeared behind him, until after one particular turn his body suddenly froze up and his breath left him.
In front of him was a rather nondescript factory building, seemingly abandoned by the looks of it. Nothing about it sparked anything in his memory, but here he was, terrified.
A singular thought echoed loudly in his mind: Get out of here, NOW!
He caught a glimpse of a shadow moving in his peripheral, and he forced himself to take a step back in the opposite direction. His limbs felt heavy as lead as he struggled to control his movements, but sluggishly he managed to turn himself around and take a few more steps before a somewhat familiar voice caused his muscles to lock up once again.
âWell, well. Look what wandered into the spiderâs nest.â
He knew exactly who this was. The last few weeks of the dream timeline were so freshly etched in his mind, and the scars they left so permanently attached to his soul: how could he not know? His body involuntarily turned to face her, and his voice, soft and hoarse, squeaked through a suddenly-dry throat before he could stop himself.
âH-Harumi?â
The moonlight wasnât strong enough for him to make out more than a vague silhouette, but from the long pause and shift in posture he could tell heâd said the wrong thing. Her voice bounced off the surrounding buildings, enmity dripping from her tone.
âLooks like someone did his research. Does daddy Garmadon know the identity of the Quiet One yet? Or did you come to collect my head first before the big reveal?â
He tried to defend himself, to assure her that he meant no harm and was just passing through, but nothing came through his lips. He couldnât even force himself to raise his hands in a show of innocence. What once moved like tree sap had now hardened like amber, and with feet rooted to the spot, all he could do was stare as the girl lazily approached him.
âNothing to say, spawn of evil?â She let out a cold, heartless laugh. âNo matter. Fate has dropped you into my lap, and you will play your role.â
Her footfalls were even and calculated as she worked her way across the pavement. A quick hand motion from her summoned a mob from the shadows, each person wielding some sort of weapon. This finally broke the freeze response and allowed him to start moving again, but Harumiâs next announcement kicked his flight response into full gear.
âSons of the Oni, I believe we have our ticket to the Realm Crystal.â
He took off sprinting as an order of âAfter him!â was barked. He had no idea where he was going, but he knew he had to get out of there somehow. Frantically looking around for a rooftop escape, he was horrified to find that he was effectively trapped in a high-walled maze. None of the buildings had any sort of handholds within 10 feet of the ground, and the roads were completely clear of climbable objects, their width preventing any wall jumping or parkour-ing upwards.
He ran for what felt like hours. Even after taking several tumbles and receiving a few cuts and bruises in return, the sound of angry shouting was never far behind him yet never upon him. He wondered if they were corralling him somewhere; the twists and turns all looked the same and he was certain heâd gone in several circles already, but he hadnât run into anyone yet. At some point the roar of motorcycle engines joined the noise of the mob, and he pushed himself to run harder than heâd ever ran before.
Suddenly, from out of nowhere a flash of black sped by him then quickly swung around to stop in his path. A dark figure on an equally dark motorcycle hastily motioned for him to mount the bike. âHurry, bean sprout! Get on!â
A near-crushing wave of grateful relief caught him unawares and he was jumping onto the seat before he realized what he was doing. As the bike peeled out, he wrapped his arms around the strangerâs midsection and clung on for dear life.
Only belatedly did he wonder if this was a trap.
As his rescuer weaved through the concrete maze and lost any intersecting pursuers with practiced ease, Lloyd began to question his decision. Why was he so quick to trust a fast getaway anyway? Heâs a ninja, for crying out loud. He should know better than that. His reliefâand therefore confusionâonly grew when he noticed that they had finally made it out of the industrial district altogether.
Once they were finally on a straightaway, the driver slowed to match the speed limit and spoke up. âWhat were you even doing way out there, kid? You shouldâve been home already.â
In the dim light of the street lamps now lining the road, he could see that instead of being completely black like heâd originally thought, there were accents of green along the driverâs full face helmet and motorcycle. The shoulder-length hair that kept blowing into his face was dark as well. He didnât recognize the masculine voice though, so he chose to stay silent.
Seemingly accepting his lack of words, the mystery man continued. âI hope you know how long Iâve been out looking for you. When Koko decided to call me, I figured something was up, and I was right.â Several curses were thrown around before the man tapped Lloydâs arm with his own. âIf they did anything to you, I swear Iâll tear them apart.â
That got his attention. Name-dropping his mom and swearing vengeance for him implied a close relationship. A family friend, maybe? Despite the wind whipping around them, he managed to croak out a short âThey didnât hurt meâ before the bike finally slowed to a stop in front of an apartment building. His apartment building, if he remembered correctly.
Dismounting was a bit of a process; his limbs had gone stiff from holding on so tightly and he had to let them relax so that he could first release the driverâs waist, and then slide out of the seat. His heart was still pounding from the adrenaline of the night and he was beginning to feel lightheaded.
He hobbled onto the sidewalk and tried to lightly stretch his stiff legs, but when the driver finally removed the helmet and he came face to face with the very familiar frown and green hair streak of Morro, the blond felt his knees buckle and everything went black.
- - - - -
Lloydâs consciousness was a jumbled mess as he came to. He could tell that he was being carried bridal style, not restrained, and traveling upward, which brought many questions to mind. What was Morro doing here? Was he being taken to a second location? But the guy had just rescued him⌠The conflicting feelings of intense panic and intense security caused his stomach to churn queasily.
The ding of the elevator and the creak of the doors sliding open signaled an opportunity, which he took to roll from the manâs arms and stumble down the hallway.
âLloyd?! Hey, what are you doing??â
The sound of running feet pounded through the hallway. If he could just get to his apartment, his mom would protect him! Right?
His stomach finally lurched and he fell to his hands and knees as what little he had leftover from lunch decorated the hardwood flooring. The footsteps behind him slowed as his pursuer let out a mumbled âohhh,â but they did not stop until the man was right next to him. Stooping down, Morro let out a long sigh and placed his hand on the blondâs back, rubbing small circles into it. Lloyd tried to flinch away, but another twist hit and he was left coughing up stomach acid.
âNever a dull moment with you, is there?â
He wanted to both laugh and cry at that. Because honestly? That felt pretty true right about now. Instead, he pushed himself up, swatting away Morroâs attempts at help in the process, and propped himself against the wall as he shut his eyes and let his insides take their time unknotting themselves. The man stood and knocked on the nearest doorâhe had ended up this close to it?âand it near-instantly flew open.
âMorro?? Where is he? Did you-â His momâs words suddenly cut off and he looked up to see her looking at him. He couldnât imagine how bad he must look after everything. Her shocked expression melted into sorrow as she gently pulled him into a hug. âOh honeyâŚâ
He carefully returned the hug and did his best to hold back the tears that threatened to pour from his eyes. He didnât want to let one of his greatest enemies see him in a moment of weakness (even though the little voice in the back of his mind kept trying to remind him that this wasnât the Morro from the dream). âIâm okay, mom. Just a little shaken, thatâs all.â
He purposely avoided the knowing frown Morro was giving him.
Koko pulled out of the hug first and held Lloyd out at armâs length to look him over. Noticing the mess on the floor, she sighed and guided him into the apartment. âGo get cleaned up. Weâll take care of this.â As he made his way to the small bathroom, he heard his mom ask, âMorro, can you grab me the cleaning supplies from under the sink?â
So Morro visited often enough to know where things are stored. How well was he supposed to know the guy?
By the time he finished washing up and swishing his mouth clean, the two adults had finished their task and were just sitting down in the living area. Koko motioned for him to come sit next to her on the couch and he hesitantly obeyed, giving Morroâs recliner a wide berth.
âLloyd, I donât know if you have any memories of him, but this is your cousin Morro. When I couldnât get ahold of you, I asked him for help.â
His heart dropped to his stomach as his eyes darted between the dark-haired man and his mother. ââŚc-cousin?â
Morroâs face warped in confusion, and Koko continued before Lloyd could say anything more. âMorro, as a result of Lloydâs injury after the last Garmadon attack, his memory was affectedâŚâ
As she kept talking, Lloydâs head began to spin. Morro was his cousin? Wu mustâve adopted him then, so maybe he was a better person here? But Morro wasnât supposed to be good! âŚwas he?
He abruptly stood, accidentally startling Koko in the process. âSorry mom, but I-Iâm still not feeling too good. Iâm gonna head to bed now. Gânight!â
As he hurried through the kitchen and into his bedroom, he heard Morro get up from the leather chair. âIâll go talk to him.â
Great.
Cursing the door for not having a lock, he climbed onto his bed and prepared the army of plushies that had been undisturbed by his cleaning spree earlier. The door opened sooner than he was expecting though, and he let out a little shriek before pitching a chubby dolphin at his unsuspecting cousin. âGo away!â
Morro took the stuffed animal to the face like a champ but continued his advance, arms raised in innocence. âHey! I just want to talk, okay?â Lloyd pressed himself as far back against the wall as he could, heart rate increasing and hands armed with another plush. The dark-haired man evidently saw the terror on his face and stopped in his tracks, expression morphing into a frown of concern. ââŚLloyd? What happened?â
The blond had to take a few minutes to steady his quickened breathing (this isnât him This Isnât Him CALM DOWN THIS ISNâT HIM), during which another creature flew through the air and thumped Morro on the chest. When his voice did finally come out, it was on the edge of breaking. âI do remember a Morro, okay? But he⌠wasnât a great guyâŚâ He watched his cousinâs face change to horrified understanding as he continued. âI-I think I can tell youâre not him, but I just⌠need some space right nowâŚâ
The silence in the room suddenly felt tangible as the manâs posture screamed a mixture of grief and silent rage. He slowly began working his way back to the door, telegraphing his movements as if not wanting to startle Lloyd further. His mouth opened several times but closed just as quickly as he couldnât seem to find any words to say. Finally, as he backed through the door, the words came softly, almost inaudible. âFor what itâs worth, Iâm sorry you had to go through that.â
As Morro disappeared around the corner, Lloyd slowly clambered down from the bed and started to shut the still-open door when the voices started again.
âHow is he?â
A few moments passed before Morro gave a reply. âI donât think it was a dream.â
ââŚhow so?â His momâs voice had a worried timbre to it that he had heard oh-so-many times whenever she would dance around telling him about certain things from his life.
âHe saidâŚthat the Morro he remembers wasnât a great guy.â Some of that silent rage from his posture was now leaking into his voice as it increased slightly in volume. âHe was terrified of me, Aunt Koko. Terrified! Backing himself into a corner, throwing his plushies at me, and now looking back at his dash from the elevator and the reaction outside. The way he looked at me, with an expectation that something bad coming; that kind of trauma response isnât something you just pick up from a dream.â The man let out a sigh of frustration and Lloyd heard the leather chair squeak as weight dropped into it. âIf thereâs anything Iâm certain of, itâs that Lloyd somehow actually lived in that other world. Itâs the only thing that makes sense.â Another pause elapsed, and Morroâs next words were so soft and muffled that he almost couldnât hear them. âHe lived in that other world and the me there did something to himâŚâ
Whatever conversation happened afterwards was blocked out as Lloyd finally shut the door. He slid down against the wall and there, in the solitude of his room, the flood of emotions that heâd worked so hard to hold back finally broke free. The silent sobs wracked through his body, morbidly lulling him into a restless sleep filled with nightmares of ghosts and wind.
Chapter 6
Chapter Summary
In which Nya wins a bet and Lloyd just wants to enjoy his ice cream.
The next day was Saturday, and Lloydâs mom had informed him that he would receive a visitor sometime after breakfast. As soon as the knock was heard at 10:30am exactly, the blond opened the front door to reveal his nindroid friend, exaggerated smile nearly blinding him with its cheeriness.
âGood morning Lloyd! We were not able to get ahold of you through text, so I have come to tell you in person to, and I quote, âget ready for the best weekend hangout ever.â We have a whole plan of fun, normal teenager activities for the day.â
Lloyd rubbed the back of his head. âOh, yeah⌠sorry about that. Last night was really crazy and I think my phone is still dead.â He glanced back at the table where his mom was still seated, then back at Zane. âLet me go grab my phone and a charger real quick. Wait right here,â he said as he pulled his friend into the apartment and shut the door. âIâll be right back. Donât move!â
As Lloyd rushed to grab his phone from where it had been left on his bed, he caught sight of his reflection in a mirror on the wall. His eyes were still a bit puffy and red from the night before; all he could do was hope that nobody commented on it.
Picking up an extra cord and charging block, he headed over to Koko and gave her a hug from behind. âDonât worry mom, Iâll be with my friends the entire time. Promise.â
Koko slid out of the chair and firmly returned the hug. âYou know Iâd rather you didnât go out today, but some time with your friends is probably a good idea after what happened.â Her eyes began to glisten as she hugged him even tighter. âAs soon as your phone is charged, make sure your location is on so I can see you, okay?â
The blond squeezed into the hug one last time before separating. âYes mom.â His smile took on a hint of sadness before he turned away and joined his friend. âAlright, whereâre we going?â
The nindroidâs smile seemed to get bigger as he turned and opened the front door. âIt is a surprise! You will see when we get there.â
Kind of suspicious but still intrigued, Lloyd shrugged and followed his friend. As they made it outside, he pulled his hood over his head and fell into step next to Zane.
As they walked, he learned that the nindroid was actually pretty excitable. He could get very animated about things, talking quickly when discussing something interesting and using dial-up tones when recounting arguments or imitating annoyances. He didnât understand any of it, but it got the point across and made him chuckle a little. Not enough to completely stop him from startling at the occasional car whizzing down the street, but enough to distract him from everything else.
Zane led him down the street he had taken to get to the high school, but they turned down another road that he hadnât been on yet. There were shops lining the sidewalks, many of which displayed the sign he had seen the previous day.
Before he could question his friend on why they were here, they stopped in front of a small ice cream parlor that notably did not have a sign warning him away.
That didnât keep him from becoming uneasy about entering.
Seeing his hesitation, Zane gave his shoulder a pat of reassurance. âDo not worry, you are allowed in here. We come here often, and the proprietor knows you are a regular visitor.â He then opened the door and held it for the blond. âThe others should already be inside.â
Lloyd took a deep breath and held it as he stepped through the doorway, bracing himself for a scolding or worse. When nothing happened, he blinked and looked around the open room.
The walls were a pastel blue with accents of white and yellow swirls, making the small room feel more open. White tables and chairs dotted the dining space, and two large windows let in the sunlight from outside to give the space a cozy feeling.
His darker-clothed friends werenât that hard to spot amid the light-colored decor of the place and lack of other customers at this time of day. They were all gathered in front of a glass-covered counter that likely held the ice cream. Nya glanced back and motioned for him to join them, which he slowly obeyed as he slid back his hood and tried to convince himself that he wasnât going to get thrown out. He heard Zaneâs footsteps following him and he relaxed a little bit. The nindroid wouldnât let anything happen, right?
âGlad you could join us! I hope Zane didnât talk your ear off too much?â The girl smiled as she pulled him up to the glass and gestured to the tubs of frozen goodness behind it. âLet me know what kind you want, and then you can grab a table while we order.â
So the situation was a âtolerate him in the building but wonât serve him directlyâ kind of deal. That put him more at ease, even if it still stung.
âI guess Iâll go with a mint chocolate chip bowl,â he finally said after examining the plethora of options.
Nyaâs smile grew wide and she nudged her brother. âOne regular, coming up!â The brunet then groaned and handed over a crumpled wad of bills, and Jay followed suit soon after. Cole just watched the two, bopping his head to whatever music he had blasting through his headphones, but a ghost of a smirk flashed over his lips for a second.
The exchange put a confused frown on Lloydâs face. âYou guys were betting on what flavor Iâd get?â
âYep! Whoever lost has to pay for your ice cream.â Nya chirped as she smoothed out and counted the cash. âThese two were sure youâd go for something different because of the whole different memories thing. I thought differently though; the body remembers things the brain doesnât. Of course youâd still have a taste for your favorite.â
ThatâŚkind of made sense, actually. He hadnât even considered that, but it did explain why certain things felt familiar even though he had no memories attached.
As the others compared the merits of each different flavor, Lloyd picked a booth along the side wall and plugged his phone into the closest outlet. While he waited for the battery to charge, his mind subconsciously turned to the events of the previous night.
He would never in a million years have expected Morro, the vengeful ghost who had a grudge against the Green Ninja and tried to destroy Ninjago, to be his cousin. And seemingly a nice one at that. Morro, the one who trapped him in his own mind and used his body to hurt the people he loved. Morro, the-
His hands went up and slapped his cheeks. No need for spiraling right now. That would probably come later when the others dragged it out of him. His luck was never good enough to expect otherwise...
And on top of the whole Morro thing, he hadnât even begun to scratch the surface of his thoughts on Harumiâs existence here.
Too many thoughts mulling around in his head, too many people that he would rather not have to think about or deal with ever again, too many unexpected situations-
Oh look, his phone was on.
Thankful for the distraction, he unlocked it and checked his location settings, making sure to send his mom a text with his current location and a sniped picture of the rest of the group ordering at the register. He got a response a few seconds later: a thumbs up reaction on the location link and a heart reaction on the photo, then a wish of âHave fun and stay safe!â
While his focus was on his motherâs text, Nya approached and set the bowl of minty ice cream down in front of him.
âMind if I sit here?â
Her question caught him off guard, but he managed to stumble out an answer. âOh, uh, sure?â He scooted over to the wall and the girl slid onto the bench, holding her own pralines and cream cone.
âWe try to come here at least once a month or so, depending on Garmadon attacks or otherâŚunfortunate events.â Her smile dipped slightly and he could read between the lines that said unfortunate events included his being bullied. âSince youâre still trying to get things back to normal, we figured some fun activities would be a good thing to check off sooner than later.â
He stared at the slowly melting dessert. Finally, he grabbed hold of the spoon in the bowl and stuck a scoop of ice cream in his mouth. The cool of the mint burst onto his taste buds and he savored the bite, letting the flavors of fresh mint and rich chocolate both relax and energize him.
âGood call. Yesterday was a bit muchâŚâ A warm feeling spread through his chest and across his face, and he blinked back the tears that were trying to form. While he stared at his ice cream trying to get his emotions under control, Nya had apparently noticed his distress and pulled him into a side hug.
âYouâve always been the strongest of all of us, but youâre not alone anymore. Weâll get through this together. Right, Nya?â
Lloyd looked up to see Kai standing next to the table with a confident grin on his face. The brunet then looked at Nya and the girl nodded before sliding out of the seat, motioning for Lloyd to follow. He obeyed and was immediately wrapped in a warm hug. The familiar embrace was comforting in a way that made him want it to last forever, and he hugged back tightly, letting it melt his distress away.
But alas, all good things must end, and Kai released the blond from his grip. âOnce the others get over here, weâll talk about the plans for the day. But until thenâŚâ Kai gave a smile to Nya. âLloyd sandwich?â
The dark-haired girl nodded with an equally large smile. âLloyd sandwich.â
He was relieved to discover that a Lloyd sandwich simply meant being squished between the two protective siblings. Kai sat by the wall while Nya took the outer edge, prepared to ward off any external threats if necessary.
Too bad it wasnât as effective for internal ones.
Still, it was comforting to have his friends by his side. The two started a conversation with each other, leaving opportunities open for Lloyd to jump in and make comments if he so chose. Probably some sort of practiced grounding routine to build off the seating arrangement, if he had to guess. Though at some point the siblings had started bickering, roping in the others as they sat down.
âIâm just saying, Lady Iron Dragon had the greatest impact of any general in the Battle of Nine Armies.â
Kai slapped his hands on the table with a passion, causing the whole thing to shake. âOh come on, sis. Youâre completely leaving out the unsung heroes! What about Sir Flamberge? Madame Hawkingjay? The Light Knight, for crying out loud!â He turned to the nindroid who had just taken the last seat in the booth, eyes pleading him for support. âHelp me out here, Zane!â
The nindroid shook his head, giving the red ninja a quizzical look. âWhile I do admit that the Battle of Nine Armies had many influential participants, did you not say that we would explain to Lloyd the dayâs itinerary once everyone was present? I believe I am the last person to be seated.â
Kaiâs annoyance quickly fizzled out at his friendâs words, his face lighting up with a cheesy grin. âOh yeah! The best weekend ever plans!â He pulled a map out of his pocket and spread it out on the tabletop. A map that Lloyd had sorely needed last night⌠âObviously weâre starting the day here with ice cream. We figured next up should be the arcade over here.â A finger landed on a spot that was uncomfortably close to the area marked Industrial District, and the blondâs heart started to race as the memory of last night came to the forefront. âGotta see if youâve still got the skillsâŚâ
Kai kept talking, but Lloyd could no longer hear him. A tightness gripped his chest and all he could focus on was his heart pounding in his ears, Harumiâs frosty voice, the shouts of her gang chasing him, the wind-
He didnât even realize he was hyperventilating until he became aware of someone gripping his shoulder. â-eep breaths. Follow me, alright? In through your nose, out through your mouthâŚâ
It took his brain longer than it should have to process the words, but soon he found himself copying the voice and his breath soon evened out. When he became aware of his surroundings again, he winced at the fact that everyone was staring at him.
âYou back with us, green machine?â Cole asked cautiously, his normally lax brows furrowed deeply and his slice of chocolate ice cream cake untouched on the table. If Lloyd hadnât just come out of a panic attack, he might have teased the black ninja about the cake.
He took one more deep breath before attempting to speak. Getting the words through his dried-out throat felt awkward, but something finally squeaked out. âI⌠I think soâŚâ He reached for a cup of water that Nya had set in front of him and took a few sips to rehydrate, letting the water sit for a few seconds before swallowing.
The pressure on his shoulder lessened as Kai released his hold. âItâs been a while since you freaked out this badly. Was it something I said? Should we save all this for another day?â The brunet let go of Lloydâs hand and pulled out his phone. âI can text Miss Koko that weâre bringing you back home-â
âNo!â Lloyd flinched at the volume of his own voice but started again. âNo, I still want to hang out with you guys! Itâs just⌠can we do things back at base? Iâm not too eager to be out and about todayâŚâ
Kai deflated slightly at the request but nodded. Slowly folding up the map again, he pretended to kiss it before putting it back in his pocket. âFarewell, best weekend plans ever. The world was not yet ready for you. May you be resurrected soon in all your fun-tastic glory.â
As he finished the short funeral, everyone else stared at him deadpan until the theatrics were done. Then Jay coughed awkwardly, and the moment was over. âSooo, we head out once we finish our ice cream?â
Five heads all nodded in agreement, and the room was silent for a few minutes before Kai started up the history discussion again, causing the table to erupt with voices. Lloyd shook his head as he hid a small smile behind another bite of ice cream.
Some things never change.
Chapter 7
Chapter Summary
A mech is repaired, theories are discussed, and motives are suspected.
Chapter Notes
See the end of the chapter for notes
The ice cream was finished rather quickly; the heated discussion, however, took longer to wrap up and Cole and Jay eventually started corralling everyone out of the booth and onto the sidewalk outside. The street roared with midday traffic as the lunch hours were already in full swing, nearly drowning out any conversation still going on. Lloyd looked around anxiously anytime he heard the rev of a motorcycle; with Harumi actively trying to abduct him the night before, there was every reason to believe that he was still in danger.
If anyone noticed his jumpiness, they didnât comment on it.
Nya had been grounded from her motorcycle for taking it out before she officially had her learnerâs permit (âItâs literally a week away,â she had complained to him earlier. âBasically already time anyway. I donât regret it.â), so they all ended up walking. Not that Lloyd minded; having all of his friends surrounding him made him feel safer.
The conversation bounced between several different topics, but eventually the topic of Starfarer came up and this was not a discussion he was going to miss out on. By the time the group arrived at the warehouse, Jay and Lloyd were deep into comparing nuances of the different storylines.
As soon as they entered the building though, the blond caught sight of the dragon mech still in pieces on the floor and he got an idea. âHey guys, do you think we could work on fixing my mech?â
âYES!â The shout from Nya was almost ear splitting, and before anyone else had a chance to respond she had practically started bouncing. âAbsolutely! No offense to anyone elseâs mechs, but yours is my favorite of them all to work on.â Lloyd could almost see the stars shining in her eyes as her voice took on a special tone exclusively reserved for talking about her projects. âPlus, thatâll give us a chance to see how much master builder skill you still have.â
âMaster builder?â Lloydâs brows lowered as he scanned through his memories for any references of the term. âIâm not familiar with that. Is it like an elemental power?â
That earned him a look of confusion from the girl as she ran to the tool cart and started wheeling it over to the dragon. âHuh? No, itâs likeâŚthe ability to build anything without instructions. Like you just look at a bunch of pieces and instantly come up with your own blueprint for a build.â As he followed her, she stopped the cart in front of the dragonâs face where a large part of the damage had been done and gestured to the mech in general. âI mean, you master built this all by yourself!â
It was his turn to get starry-eyed for a bit as he saw the green mech in a new light. ââŚI did? By myself?â Then he shook his head and laughed. âThat may take me a while to figure out again. You and Pixal were the ones who always built everything in the dream, but not in a master builder-y way. At least, I donât think so.â
He picked up a random brick from off the ground and turned it this way and that, trying to seeâŚwhatever master builder things he was supposed to be seeing.
âWhoâs Pixal?â
The blond paused, brick still clutched in his hand. âShe was a friend of Zaneâs who became part of the team. I thought I hadnât seen her yet because she was just too busy or something, but maybe the dream made her upâŚâ He hesitated, mind suddenly remembering what Morro had said the night before, and decided to test the waters a little. âHey, what do you guys think about alternate realities?â
Both Jay and Zane perked up at the question and started excitedly rambling off streams of words that got lost in the overlapping vocal chaos. When they realized they were speaking at the same time, Jay sank into his scarf and deferred to the nindroid.
âAlternate realities and the multiverse are fascinating concepts. The idea that there are other universes that could potentially contain alternate versions of ourselves is a topic scientists have debated for centuries.â Zaneâs excitement dampened a bit as his eyes widened in realization. âAh, youâre curious as to whether your unique situation is the result of an alternate universe rather than simply a dream.â
Jay couldnât keep quiet anymore, his investment in the topic clear as he practically vibrated in place, brown curls bouncing as he began making animated gestures. âIâll bet you and another you got knocked out at the same time and somehow your memories got swapped. Oh oh oh! Or, maybe like in that one Starfarer arc, you and the other you unknowingly shared memories through your dreams! Oh! Or, orâŚâ His voice trailed off, face twisting with discomfort as he had to take a few moments before hesitantly speaking again. âI once read a theory about alternate selves that speculated when a version of you dies, you have a chance to get their memoriesâŚâ The boy nervously fiddled with his scarf, twisting it around and picking at random pills of fabric. ââŚdâyou think he died?â
That last theory hit a little too close to home, and Lloyd winced. Master Wuâs warning that performing the Tornado of Creation carried a significant risk of danger shone to the forefront of his mind, and a pang of grief twisted in his chest as he found himself mourning with the dreamâno, alternate ninja. What if his counterpart had died? How badly would the team fall apart this time after losing not only their brother, but their leader?
âI dunno, Jay. I donât know.â
A somber silence fell over the space. Each of the teenagers wore a look of discomfort, and Jay continued to fidget with his scarf, looking as if he wished he had never spoken up.
Eventually they all remembered the task at hand, and Lloyd climbed up onto his mech while the others grabbed random tools and brought them over to help.
The majority of the time he just watched Nya as she worked, piecing together the insides before having Lloyd replace the external armor. Everyone else had found something to do to assist with the repairs, and the black-haired girl started explaining to him different details about how the mech was put together or designed. All notes from himself, she assured him. That didnât make him feel any less awkward about it, but it was cool information to know.
Soon the mech began to look like the tatsu it was modeled after. Like Nya, Jay and Zane had been working on internal parts, though farther down along the body. Kai helped weld on the armored plating, and Cole was ferrying tools and plating between the piles on the ground and the ninja along the mech. All in all, the job only took a couple of hours. Jay especially seemed relieved at the short completion time, expressing gratitude that they had been able to do some of the repairs the previous week.
Once everyone had clambered down and the leftover scrap was moved to the junk pile, they stood back and admired their work. If Lloyd thought that the dragon looked cool when he first saw it, that was nothing compared to seeing it finally whole.
It had a majestic air to it, the detail still somewhat reminding him of his elemental dragon, and a sense of pride and accomplishment swelled in his chest. The number of parts that doubled as a missile was slightly concerning, but the others reassured him that he had designed it carefully.
Suddenly he was pulled away from the tatsu (Jay was making known his irritation that the blond had been staring at it for several minutes, but it was just so cool!) and dragged to the living area between the fire mech and the ice tank. He allowed himself to be plopped into the faded red couch as Jay handed him a controller and bounced onto the cushion to his left. Kai wheeled the TV over and turned it on, grabbing a few game cartridges from a drawer in the stand and holding them out to the group now gathering around them. âWhat are we feeling today? Weâve got Beat-âEm-Up Battle Buddies 2, Lava Zombies, Pik Pak, and Galamorph X-Post.â
When Lloyd shrugged, the brunet popped in a random cartridge then took a seat on the blondâs other side as the upbeat yet epic music of what appeared to be a PvP fighting game began blaring through the TVâs built-in speakers. Lloyd didnât recognize the game as one he knew, but the controls werenât too difficult to learn and the colorful cartoony characters made things more interesting and chaotic.
It started out as just Kai, Jay and himself playing, but the game allowed for all of the ninja to play at once, so Nya joined in after the second round, followed by Cole and finally Zane.
They were in the middle of an intense sudden death match when there was the bang of a door and a shout rang through the warehouse. âHelloo~?â
Lloyd involuntarily stiffened at the voice while the others perked up excitedly. âOver here!â Kai called out, still focused on trying to shove Nyaâs character over the edge of the map.
What was Morro doing here?
His apparent cousin soon came into view from behind the ice tank, stopping next to the couch to spectate the rest of the round. As soon as the victory screen appeared and Kai had thoroughly rubbed his win in his sisterâs face, Morro stepped into their line of sight with his arms crossed. âSorry guys; I need to borrow Lloydâs attention for a bit.â The blondâs discomfort must have been clearly written on his face, because the man quickly made eye contact with him and added, âThey can stay if you want, but we need to talk about what happened last night.â
An awkward hush fell over the group, and Lloyd could feel their concerned stares before he even saw them. He had managed to get this far without having to talk about it, and from their reactions he gathered that it was a group effort. He figured someone would make him spill it eventually, but he really didn't want to be stuck alone with Morro...
Thankfully, he was saved from having to answer immediately by Cole's blunt inquisitiveness. âWhy exactly do we need to talk about that?â
Morro sighed as he hit the power button on the TV and plopped himself onto a nearby folding stool. âYou guys know I'm a ninja too, right?â When they all nodded (minus Lloyd), he continued. âWhile you guys are the public face, going against Garmadon and the more visible threats, my role is moreâŚbehind-the-scenes. As part of my day job I gather info on suspected criminal activity, and then my ninja job is going after those leads.â
"So that's why you're the Ghost Ninja!" Jay exclaimed a little too loudly in Lloyd's ear, causing him to wince from both the volume and the information. âYou're like a real secret agent!â
That earned a small laugh out of the man. âSomething like that, yeah.â Then he looked back at Cole. âBut in other words, aside from just wanting to be a good cousin and put whoever tried to hurt him in their place, it's literally my job to go after underground gangs like this one.â
âEw, I always forget you're an old man with a real job.â
The others started to snicker while Morro sputtered indignantly at the red ninja. âExcuse me? Twenty-four is still young, thank you very much. Youâre like, what? Two? You're not allowed to call me old."
Kai's smirk grew wider. âPlus fifteen, but you're excused. I know your memory isnât what it used to be.â
As Morro let out another offended sound and the two continued squabbling, Lloyd couldnât help but be conflicted about the scene in front of him. On the one hand, the name Morro still carried a significant sense of unease and discomfort. On the other hand, everything he had seen from this human version was the opposite of what he had experienced from the ghost.
The fact that the other ninja were comfortable around him helped a little, but-
âLloyd, can you believe this slander?â Morroâs sudden comment interrupted his train of thought and his mind stalled as he tried to figure out if he was supposed to actually answer. After a few seconds with no response, Morro realized what he had done and his smile fell, replaced by flashes of anger and sadness before settling on determination. He cleared his throat and the laughter quieted down. âGoing back to why Iâm here, the area I found you in last night is the territory of a biker gang that calls themselves the Sons of the Oni. Iâve been keeping track of them for some time now, and while they havenât really done any sort of organized crime yetâmainly just random robberies and vandalismâtheyâve been awfully quiet the past couple weeks.â
Coleâs eyes widened. âAnd you suspect that thereâs something bigger going on.â
The man nodded. âExactly. So,â he said as he turned back to Lloyd, âare your friends staying?â
Looking around at his friends one more time, he sighed and resigned himself to his fate. âYes please.â
Morro readjusted himself in his seat and took out a pencil and small notebook. âLetâs start with how you ended up there.â
And so the story began. He explained how his phone had run out of battery while trying to find his way home, causing him to wander through the city until he ended up in the industrial district. âThen I got really panicky around one of the old factory buildings and Harumi showed up.â
Morro blinked at the sudden name-drop. âYou got a name?â
ââŚnot exactly. I kinda already knew her from the dream. Er, the other world. UhhâŚâ His hands flopped around in exasperation as he struggled to describe the origin of the knowledge. âFrom the other memories. Sure, letâs go with that.â
Pencil scratched something out onto paper as the dark-haired man motioned for him to continue.
âYeah, uh, she really didnât like it that I knew her name. But if sheâs anything like the one I remember, sheâs the leader of the group.â He could feel his face getting warmer as he thought about the white-haired manipulator. He would never forgive himself for letting his guard down around her.
Jay then perked up and turned to him, thankfully keeping his voice at a non-ear splitting volume this time. âWait a minute! If you know her from the other memories, then maybe that could help us figure out what sheâs trying to do here! Like a weird time travelerâs knowledge situation or⌠something like thatâŚâ
Lloyd tilted his head, trying to puzzle out how effective that would actually be. âIt doesnât really fit right. In my memories the group was called the Sons of Garmadon, and Harumiâs goal was to resurrect the evil side of Garmadon.â Not for the first time since the accident did everyone stare at him with horror and more-than-mild confusion. ââŚitâs a long story. Anyways, her goal there was to get revenge on us ninja for a giant snake that left her an orphan-â the horrified stares got stronger somehow, â-and unless there happened to be a Great Devourer incident here too, I canât really use it as a precedent. Everythingâs too different.â
âMaybe it does work a little bit, though.â Nyaâs voice cut through the air as all eyes landed on her. âIf the Sons of Garmadon wanted to bring back Garmadon or whatever, what if the Sons of the Oni are trying to bring back the Oni?â
That revelation sent the blondâs mind reeling. It did seem to track, hiding their goal in plain sight like that, and if it hadnât been such a terrifying thought he might have laughed at the stupidity of it. His heart rate began to quicken as the last piece of the puzzle clicked into place, shattering all hope he had inâŚwell, anything. âW-well, she did call me their ticket to the Realm CrystalâŚâ Images began flooding his mind; the black fog, the trip to Borg Tower with that twisted version of his father, the shattered crystal that did nothing to stop the invasion. Something was clawing at his throat, making every word a fight. ââŚand in the memories, thatâs what the Oni used toâŚget into NinjagoâŚâ
A pair of warm arms wrapped around him and pulled him close. âDonât worry, lil bro. We got your back. Whateverâs going on, itâs not happening without a fight. Weâre ninja, after all!â
Lloyd let his head rest against the red ninjaâs chest, soaking up the comfortable heat. The rhythmic thumping of his brotherâs heartbeat was calming, and the tightness choking off his voice was already disappearing. âAnd ninja never quit.â
He looked up and saw Morro staring at the fire mech, his hands clenched tightly. The blond felt a little bit guilty for shying away from his cousin, but trust took time to build. Especially when that trust had already been shattered by an evil version of him from apparently another realm.
That didnât mean he liked seeing that hollow look on the manâs face. An expression that the ghost had never worn; never had a reason to wear.
He gently pushed away from Kai and opened his mouth to say something to Morro, when all of a sudden a blaring alarm reverberated throughout the building.
Everyone else jumped up and immediately went over to a computer console tucked in the corner next to the lockers. The green ninja held his hands over his ears and awkwardly stumbled after them. Zane pushed a button and the noise stopped, but the tension in the room had not let up. âWhat was that?â
Six voices echoed the same phrase, and every syllable brought chills to his spine.
âGarmadonâs back.â
Chapter End Notes
Random funny (see the artwork on Tumblr):
"They call themselves the Sons of the Oni."
Lloyd gave a small amused smirk at that, prompting Morro to look at him funny. "Oh, it's just that if you turn it into an acronym, it spells Soto, which was the name of a pirate I fought in the dream." His smile grew wider as he smacked a hand to his forehead. "Great, now pirate Harumi is gonna be stuck in my head all day."
Morro just stared blankly at him before rolling his eyes. His cousin was strange indeed.
Chapter 8
Chapter Summary
Garmadon has a weird army and Lloydâs not quite sure what to think about it.
The remnants of the now-silent alarm rang in Lloydâs ears as the room exploded in a flurry of activity.
âI thought Miss Koko said that Garmadon wouldnât come back!â Jay had balled the end of his scarf up and was squeezing it like a stress ball as he scurried to his locker for his gi. âWe were supposed to have more time! Iâm not ready!â
The blond automatically followed the others to the lockers and slipped his own gi on over his casuals while Zane tried to placate his freckled teammateâs anxiety. âOn the contrary, I would say that three weeks is an extremely long time for Garmadon to wait. His previous record between attacks was only four days, nineteen hours, twenty-two minutes, and fifty-three seconds, after all.â
The thump-thump of ninja rushing around and the mechanical whir of mechs powering up sounded in the background, and Cole lazily pulled his mask over his face before pausing to stare at the nindroid. âYâknow, you make so much more sense now.â
âCole! Zane! Get moving!â Motion by the computer caught the blondâs attention as Morroâs voice cut off any response the white ninja might have had, his tone authoritative and urgent. âLloyd, youâre going with them. Iâll be here on comms to guide you through everything. Each mech has a live feed I can tap into, so Iâll be seeing what youâre seeing.â The manâs fingers flew across the keyboard like the wind and an image of the warehouse soon appeared on the screen. âNow go!â
Lloyd ran across the room and vaulted into the cockpit of his mech. Nya had shown him the basics of the controls while they were doing the repairs, but he still had a bit of trouble getting the tatsu into the air. Once he was finally airborne though, a combination of Morroâs instructions and vague muscle memory helped him weave almost gracefully through the open sky. His mind took him back to when he first manifested his elemental dragon and he smiled a little at the familiar rush of wind on his face.
The communicator crackled as his cousin began giving orders to the team. âNya, take care of the waterways. Jay, Lloyd, and Zane, keep the sky and streets clear. Kai and Cole, pair up and go after Garmadon.â A chorus of affirmations followed, and they each headed to their respective positions.
It wasnât long before Lloyd got his first glimpse of Garmadonâs ocean-themed army. There were so many of them! Rows upon rows of crab mini mechs scuttled down the roads and on the sides of buildings, and manta ray jets buzzed through the sky like a swarm of flies. It was a little overwhelming for a first mission, but with Jayâs and Morroâs assistance he managed to get into the swing of things.
Jay pulled up alongside him, helping to blast several jellyfish-like mechs out of the sky before they could attack the monorail train. âHowâre you holding up, Lloyd?â
Before he could answer, one of the jellyfish exploded near him, raining debris onto him and his dragon. âAside from questioning why I designed this to be an open cockpit? Not too bad actually.â Suddenly jerking at the controls, he spiraled around a stray missile and led it to crash into another airborne sea creature mech. âHaving a mech to help with crowd control is so much easier than doing it hand-to-hand. I wouldâve loved to have this when we were up against the Stone Army and the Vermillion.â
The flow of battle kept Jay from responding as he repositioned himself to assist Zane with some of the earth-bound troops. Lloyd kept up the fight above the skyline and was able to push the aerial perimeter farther toward the beach.
Then suddenly, he heard it.
A rough baritone voice boomed through the city, apparently performing some sort of call and response routine. Thankful that he had already been warned about the warlordâsâŚquirkiness, he maneuvered himself between the skyscrapers until he had a visual.
His mind swirled with turmoil once he finally caught sight of Lord Garmadon himself.
The man responsible for the cityâs hatred of him.
The man that was doing a terrible job of being his father.
Perched on top of a metallic gray lobster mech, he looked every bit like the version that Harumi had resurrected; the same obsidian skin, same four arms, even the same jagged helmet. The only addition was a dark navy cape that draped down to his ankles. His voice was unfamiliar, but that had been consistent with pretty much everyone so far.
Splashes of red and black color popped into his line of sight as Kai and Cole began their attack. The earth mech blasted sound waves at the crustaceanâs shell while the fire mech concentrated its flamethrower on one particular spot, seemingly intending to overheat the alloy to the point of cracking. Just a little moreâŚ
âLloyd, look out!â
A couple of ray jets had begun circling him and one was firing a stream ofâŚlive crabs at him? He flew his mech out of the way above the jets and pushed one of his dragonâs many buttons in an attempt to launch one of its many missiles into the fray. Instead, he ended up shooting out a flare, which didnât do much damage but did distract them. In the end, he smacked them down with the dragonâs tail, watching them careen to the ground while he sighed in relief. âThanks Morro.â
âKeep your head in the game. I donât know what you remember about Garmadon, but do notunderestimate him.â His cousinâs voice had a sharp edge to it, and he thought back to what his friends told him had caused his hospital stay. âHe may seem like heâs got a few screws loose, but heâs cunning. You never know when heâll try to pull something unexpected.â
Lloyd hummed and nodded, turning his attention back to crowd control. He was silently thankful for being tasked with something other than Garmadon, because between the different memories, his feelings about his father were still rather complicated. Though, it did feel a little strange to not be leading the charge.
The aerial dance continued for a while, and between ice, lightning, and dragon fire the enemies on the streets were thinning out, and he started wondering if the battle was close to its end until the comms exploded with shouting.
âThe fire mech is down! I repeat, the fire mech is down!â
âA little help, guys? I canât keep this up without Kai!â
âWhat do we do?!?â
Before Morro was able to give instructions, Garmadon apparently had decided who he wanted to fight next. âOh Green Ninja~! Come out, come out wherever you are!â
Lloyd took a look at the waning troops and made a split second decision. âZane, hold the line here. Iâm going after Garmadon.â Without waiting for a response, he made a beeline for the warlord.
Garmadon and his own teammates soon came into view, the fire mech dangling uselessly from one of the lobsterâs massive pincers and the red ninja on the ground restrained by several people with pufferfish helmets. Coleâs mech was being held in the air between the other claw, immobilized but undamaged for the moment. When Garmadon saw the dragon, he cracked a grin and tossed Kaiâs mech to the side. âThere you are! I was starting to wonder if you were too chicken to face me again.â
The blond didnât slow down, instead flying right over the warlord and snatching the earth mech out of the lobsterâs grip. Cole, thankfully unharmed, landed safely on the ground and prepared to go another round until Lloyd stopped him. âGo take care of Kai, then help Zane! Iâll keep Garmadon distracted.â
As the black ninja moved to help his teammate, Lloyd maneuvered himself to the other side between Garmadon and the beach, forcing his father to turn around in order to see him.
âYâknow, you ninja are really lucky. If it werenât for my ex we wouldâve done this song and dance already, but nooo~, apparently Luh-Loyd got a boo-boo or something last time I was here and she freaked out.â The warlord gave an exasperated flap of his arms and threw his head back like a whiny teenager. âUgh, the past two weeks were agony! Not being allowed to go anywhere under threat of harm from your ex-wife is no joke, let me tell you.â Then two left arms gestured up and down in sync toward the green ninja. âAnd now look at you! Youâre already better! I had all these insults for the other ninja about you not showing up, and now I canât even use them.â
Well. He was not expecting Garmadon to be thisâŚchatty. He gave a sharp glare to his father, making it obvious that he wasnât there for banter. âIs there a point to this conversation?â
Glowing red eyes widened suspiciously at him, clearly offended. âWhat, donât like a little back-and-forth anymore?â He shook his head and tsked. âKids these days, no respect for tradition.â Sighing, Garmadon moved his hands to a set of levers in front of him, which caused Lloyd to ready himself. âIn that case, letâs cut to the chase, shall we?â His eyes sharpened and a wicked grin appeared on his face as the lobsterâs claws suddenlyâand literallyâ shot out and smashed into the nearest building, barely grazing the dragon as Lloyd struggled to move out of the way in time.
The blond aimed green fire breath at his father as he hovered over the warlord, but a bubble shield appeared around him and he laughed maniacally. As the claws retracted to the crustacean-themed mech, Lloyd caught sight of the weak spot Kai had made and an idea began to form in his mind. âChange of plans, guys. Zane! Is there any way you can make it over here? I think I know how we can beat this thing!â
âAffirmative! The troops in this area have almost fully retreated. Estimated time until arrival: two minutes and nineteen seconds.â
Perfect. âGreat! Cole, go take over Zaneâs position. Now all I gotta do-â
A claw smashed into the side of his mech and sent him hurtling straight into the side of a nearby building. His vision went white and starry for a few seconds as his head crashed against the wall. â-is not get hit. Ow.â
One of the jet rockets then sputtered and choked before finally giving out, causing the mech to tilt farther into the wall, and Lloyd had to duck into the cockpit to keep from being injured worse. He somehow managed to keep his hands on the controls and fumbled around with them for a bit until he finally found a way to give the other rockets more power to counterbalance and right the mech again.
Garmadonâs laughter and the pain from the crash made his head spin, but he pushed that to the side, sat up, andâfinally finding the right buttonsâreleased several missiles at the lobster. The shell deflected most of them, but one managed to crash into the base of a claw before it could fully return, severing it completely and giving him time to recover.
During that short break, an uncomfortable itch started to form in the back of his mind as if he were missing something. He wanted to just chalk it up to the newly-earned head trauma, but recent events had him questioning everything now.
Garmadon tried to take advantage of the pause and push forward down the street, but a shout from above grabbed his and Lloydâs attention. âHeads up!â A shadow flew overhead and the water strider mech came down and bounced off of the lobster, smashing it into the ground. âThe cannon fodder is all taken care of, so I figured Iâd come help out.â
Lloyd let out a relieved laugh when he heard the girlâs voice. âNya, I could almost kiss you right now.â However, before the cyan ninja could respond, his mech chose that moment to fall from the air, and the street rumbled with the heavy thud of the tatsu. More dazed than actually injured, he absentmindedly heard the rumble of a large vehicle barreling down the street as the itch in his mind grew stronger.
âI brought you here to say thank you for all you have done.â
Before he could process the sudden appearance of this new memory, a path of ice made a beeline for the crustacean mech, freezing it to the ground and immobilizing the remaining pincer. ââProtocol: Put Garmadon on Iceâ has been executed!â The ice tank skidded to a stop right in front of the warlord. âI am present and ready!â
The green ninja had to keep his hands from moving up and cradling his head as the itch became static in his mind and he winced through his words, grateful for the coverage his mask offered. âZa-âŚuhhh, Ice Ninja!â His father being within hearing distance wasnât ideal, but he could work with this. âI need a little fire-freeze action. You with me?â
An endless sea of green. Beautiful blue skies edged with clouds. A smattering of yellow flowers here and there. âButâŚI don't understand...â His own voice; hesitant, confused.
âAlways!â The chipper voice of the nindroid gave him something external to focus on as he shakily controlled the dragon to walk closer to the offending shell.
Finding the weak spot from before, he focused the dragon breath on heating that spot, then when the metal turned red Zane froze it over and the process repeated.
âEndings are never really endings, only new beginnings.â An old man mounting a dragon. âYou will understand soon... if you choose to come with me.â
Reheat, freeze. Reheat, freeze. Garmadon frantically tried to escape the icy prison to no avail. His mouth moved, but Lloyd heard nothing from it.
The static grew louder.
âOr, you can continue your duties as the Green Ninja.â
Finally, the metal cracked under the extreme temperature changes and the inner workings of the mech were revealed.
âThere is another life on the verge of extinction even as we speak.â
Green sparks danced through Lloydâs fingers and enveloped his hands, and in a brief moment of focus he threw two emerald orbs that slammed into the exposed mechanics.
âYou will wake up to a world not your own, to a family not your own, but they will need you.â
An explosion ripped through the lobster and the ice trapping it shattered, leaving the hull motionless in the center of the road.
The First Spinjitzu Master extended his hand. âItâs your decision, Lloyd.â
An unnatural silence fell over the area, the only sound he could hear being his own heavy breathing.
âŚuntil Garmadon broke it with a laugh. âOh man, youâve been holding out on me, Green Ninja! Whatever those weird powers were, Iâm excited to face them again!â The warlord pressed a button on his control panel and several jellyfish mechs emerged from the ocean. As they hooked tow chains around the lobster and carried it away, his voice echoed through the air. âDonât worry, Iâll be back! Fight ya later, ninja!â
The stress of the fight finally caught up with him and Lloyd collapsed, flopping unceremoniously over the dragonâs navigation screen. The static had dissipated, leaving behind a terrible weight that sank into his chest and stomach.
Work on getting back to the warehouse, he told himself. Deal with the implications of the memory later. The middle of the street is not the place to have an existential breakdown.
Cole and Kai soon came rolling up in the earth mech. âAll clear. Garmadonâs goons have officially retreated.â The black ninja then surveyed the damage done to the pavement and surrounding buildings. âMustâve been quite the fight, huh?â
Lloydâs only response was a groan. He pushed himself up, arms shaking slightly from the exertion. ââŚand this is how it goes every single time?â
âWellâŚâ The red ninja spoke up this time, hand rubbing the back of his head. âItâs not always this intense, but pretty much. Believe it or not, this was actually one of the shorter fights.â
A strong wind pushed through the corridor as the lightning jet lowered itself to the ground. Jay quickly jumped out and ran to the damaged green mech, panicked eyes darting over the scene with lightning speed. âIs he okay?!? Please say heâs okay!â When the green ninja turned his head toward him, he stopped and put a hand over his chest, deflating like a soufflĂŠ as the anxious tension left him. âOh thank goodness. I donât think I couldâve handled another scare like that.â
The green ninja rolled his shoulders back and did some simple stretches to test his range of movement. âNo worse for wear than usual, I think? Although, I would like to get back to base sooner than later.â Between the possible second concussion and the jarring reality of the remembered conversation, a headache was building and he just wanted to lay down.
Unfortunately, life never gave him what he wanted.
Lloyd ended up hitching a ride with Jay as the lightning jet carried the out-of-commission tatsu, and Cole grabbed the fire mech with his own as they finally headed back.
The ride to the warehouse was quiet and uncomfortable. He would have to tell them all. Now that he knew the truth, he couldnât keep up the charade and break their hearts further.
ButâŚthe First Master had said they would need him. Why?
By the time they arrived at their destination, he was no closer to answering that particular question than when he started. Cole dropped the fire mech off in its spot before detaching the dragon and doing the same, allowing Jay to park his jet in its spot on the railing. As Lloyd dismounted and landed on the floor, he began steeling himself for the unwelcome announcement.
He neednât have bothered.
His mask was suddenly ripped from his face and a pair of hands forcefully grabbed him by the collar of his gi, sharp gray-green eyes burning with rage and boring holes straight into his soul.
âWho are you, and what have you done with Lloyd?!â
Chapter 9
Chapter Summary
Things blow up at the warehouse, and Lloyd gets a Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Ideaâ˘
âWho are you, and what have you done with Lloyd?!â
Morroâs roar drew everyoneâs attention, and next to the blond, Jay flinched and took a few steps back. âM-Morro? Wha-â
The man shot a lingering glare at the blue ninja, instantly shutting him up. When no one else tried to challenge him, he turned back to Lloyd, his fury somehow more fierce than before. âYou tipped your hand with that final attack. Whenever Lloyd finally unlocks his element, it wonât have a physical manifestation. So Iâll ask again: who. Are. You?â
Murmurs questioning elements and what the older ninja was talking about buzzed through his teammates who had now gathered behind Morro.
Of course the moment he needed those steeled nerves was a moment too late. Nevertheless, Lloyd took a deep breath and somehow managed to hold eye contact with Morro. âMy name is Lloyd Montgomery Garmadon. IâŚdonât exactly know how old I am because of the Tomorrowâs Tea incident, but I think I would technically be somewhere around your Lloydâs age.â The words caught in his throat as the man slightly loosened his grip on the gi, and the blond averted his gaze while he struggled to articulate everything. âI-I promise I didnât realize until after Garmadon smacked me into that wall, but⌠Iâm not from this Ninjago. Back in my realm, in order to defeat the Oni, we had to make the Tornado of Creation; a dangerous spinjitzu technique that harnesses the power of creation itself.â
Chancing a look at Jay revealed the brunet staring wide-eyed at him, and Lloyd winced at his own words. âJay, I-I think you were right. I think I did die,â he said as the otherâs face went white, âbecause I met my grandfatherâthe First Spinjitzu Master. He told me that someone was dying in another world, and gave me a choice between staying with him or coming here and helping. Obviously, I chose here.â
The silence that followed was suffocating. A quick glance around revealed various intensities of shock on the ninjasâ faces; Jay looked ready to fall over, Zane seemed to be stuck in an endless error loop, the siblings had hints of sadness and horror to their surprise, and Cole just kind of stood there, detached from reality. Morroâs face still carried a scowl, but his eyes flashed with many different emotions that Lloyd couldnât possibly hope to identify.
âWhereâs Lloyd.â
The manâs voice came out much quieter than the blond was expecting, and he could feel the fist holding his uniform tighten and tremble as the green in Morroâs eyes was completely overtaken by silver-gray and a breeze started to weave itself through his hair. âWHEREâS LLOYD?! You expect me to believe that the First Spinjitzu Master himself sent you here, to what? Take his place?! What did you do with him? WHERE IS MY BROTHER?!?â
Lloydâs eyes widened at the revelation, and if the heaviness in his stomach could go any lower, it would be on the floor right now. Heâd figured they were supposed to be close, but for Morro to consider his Lloyd a brother⌠His heart shattered as his next words were choked out, burning through his throat like fire. ââŚI donât know.â
The wind exploded through the warehouse, entering through the main doorway and swirling around the roomâaround Morroâcausing the beginnings of a small tornado. âLiar! Why would he send you here and not even tell you how to help him???â The man let go of the black and green gi and shoved him backwards a few steps.
Lloyd threw his arms out in frustration as he regained his balance, his own anger beginning to rise. âI dunno! Being annoyingly cryptic seems to run in the family or something! What am I supposed to do, find his ghost and ask him?!â
A small shift in the atmosphere apparently gave Kai the courage to try an intervention. âDude, stop it! Leave him alone!â He pushed toward Morro and reached out to grab him. In response, a burst of wind slammed into him and the brunet went tumbling across the floor, stopping only when he crashed into the earth mech on the other side of the room. Nya screamed his name and ran to check on her brother while the others struggled to stand through the miniature windstorm that was growing ever stronger.
âIâll leave him alone when he finally decides to answer!â The man stalked closer to Lloyd, making him back up even more. His face was twisted with a fury that was very similar to the ghostâs, and the blond did his best to keep himself from shaking with his own fear and anger at the increasing parallels between the two Morros. He barely noticed when his element protectively wrapped around his frame, prepared to absorb damage like it had during the fight in Kryptarium.
The black and white ninjas tried following Kaiâs efforts to intervene but the wind repelled them like a wall, keeping them from getting any closer. When they couldnât break through physically, they tried to get Morroâs attention verbally.
âCalm down Morro! This isnât you!â
âThis course of action has little chance of a positive outcome, and I do not believe that is what you want!â
Morro hesitantly stopped his advance and studied Lloydâs posture and expression. He must have seen something, because the storm around them lessened slightly and a hint of grief flickered into his scowl.
Then the two locked eyes, and Morroâs widened in realization.
The temperature in the room suddenly dropped several degrees and with it, Morroâs expression took on an icy sneer. âI see now. You died. Youâre a ghost, and youâre lying through your teeth!â He lunged at the blond, who barely had time to duck and roll out of the way.
If Lloyd had been horrified before, it was nothing compared to the sickening feeling he got from hearing that. âW-WHAT?!?â He moved to dodge again but underestimated Morroâs wind-enhanced speed and the two went toppling to the ground, wrestling each other and taking turns dominating the fight. âIâm not a ghost! Get off-â He caught the black-haired man off guard and rolled both of them over, grunting as he tried to use the leverage of the floor to stand up and push himself out of the strong grip. â-of me!â
His advantage was short-lived as the wind master turned the tables yet again, pinning the teenâs wrists to the floor. âOnly after you stop possessing Lloyd!â
A bitter scoff escaped his lips before he could stop himself. âReal rich coming from you, since YOU were the one who possessed ME!â
Morro froze.
The storm abruptly stopped as more indecipherable emotions danced across the manâs face. Cole and Zane took the opportunity with the windâs absence to rush forward and separate the two, the taller teen pinning Morroâs arms to his side while the nindroid stood as a shield in front of Lloyd. âHey, chill! Weâll figure everything out somehow, but not like this!â
The contact brought the master of wind out of his shock and he struggled against the teenâs exceptionally strong grip for a bit before relenting and going still again. âYou can let go of me now.â
Cole gave a tentative look to Lloyd, who slowly nodded, before releasing Morro. The man shook off the lingering arms and shoved a finger in the blondâs direction. âDonât think this is over.â And with that, he stormed out of the warehouse and they heard the sound of his motorcycle driving away.
In the stillness of the aftermath, Jay fell to the floor, trembling. His mouth opened and closed voicelessly, and the air filled with Kaiâs voice instead. âOkay, someone explain what in the world just happened?â
âIt appears we just witnessed a family quarrel.â Zaneâs cheesy smile was eerily absent, a blank stare that could pass as a look of shock or concern currently making its home on the nindroidâs face.
Cole rolled his eyes and crossed his arms. âNo duh, Sherlock. Pretty sure heâs talking about the weird wind powers and theâŚother stuff.â He paused, as if unsure how to continue. ââŚLloyd?â
The blond clenched his fists and stared at the floor as he felt all eyes fall on him. âI never asked for thisâŚâ Frustration filled his voice as his breathing stayed heavy and labored. âI never asked for any of this!â He carefully lifted a hand in the air and watched green sparks crackle along his arm, leaving a faint green glow to mingle with the natural sunlight that was quickly dimming behind cloud cover. âStupid âgreen ninjaâ garbage, stupid prophecy, stupid destiny; whatâs the point if I just royally mess up everything no matter where I am?â The strange glow disappeared and his hand limply dropped back to his side.
He looked up briefly at everyone, and before any of them could speak up he moved past them toward the warehouse door. ââŚsorry guys, I-Iâve gotta goâŚâ
By the time they snapped out of their shock and started calling after him, he was already outside and speeding away from the base as fast as his legs would carry him.
He stumbled out of his gi and tossed it against the fence as he continued his escape.
He needed to get away. He needed space, he needed air, he neededâŚ
He needed his family.
The blond climbed on top of a nearby building and kept moving, jumping from rooftop to rooftop while being mindful of the quickly changing weather. The wind had picked up significantly with a storm blowing in from the ocean, and Lloyd absentmindedly wondered if any of this was Morroâs doing. Eventually the rain began to fall and he took shelter under a random rooftop awning. With the strength of the wind, the storm blew the increasing deluge into his shoes and pants and waterlogged them.
He paid it no mind.
In fact, he didnât even register it. He couldnât feel anything except anger and guilt. Anger at the Oni, at his grandfather, at himself; guilt over his presence in this world and his lack of knowledge about his purpose here.
He closed his eyes and leaned his weight against the wall, letting the numbness envelop him like a veil of static.
What could he do? He was being sarcastic when he mentioned looking for the ghost of the First Spinjitzu Master, but honestly that might be more feasible than looking for a self-shaped needle in the haystack of Ninjago. And that was if he was even alive and still in this Ninjago!
âŚnow there was a thought. If he was here, what if his doppelgänger was in his Ninjago? And if that was the caseâŚ
No.
Bad idea. Very bad idea.
ButâŚ
No! Itâs stupid, thereâs no backup, and thereâs no guarantee she even actually knows where it is!
âŚthereâs still a chanceâŚ
No!!!
Lloyd argued with himself for some time, working through the pros and cons of his half-baked spur-of-the-moment plan. Several times he thought about going back to the warehouse and roping the others into helping him, but unfortunately the idea had already taken root and the logical thoughts were easily drowned out by the impulsive ones.
And so, Mission: âGet Harumi to tell Lloyd where the Realm Crystal is so he can use it to find other Lloydâ began.
âŚhe should probably find a better name for that.
Briefly bemoaning his terrible naming skills, he stepped out from under the awning and into the full fury of the storm. The wind and rain whipped around him and finished soaking his clothes, but he ignored it as best he could and, as much as it made his stomach twist, made his way toward the industrial district.
It took him some time to actually get there, but eventually he started seeing signs of past activity on the empty streets below. He slowed his rooftop jumping and finally stopped on a random building as he realized a very important flaw in the plan: he had no idea how big their territory stretched, meaning that he had no idea where to actually find Harumi. Frantically looking around, he caught sight of a large side door that had not been shut all the way and quickly made a beeline for it. Once inside the shelter of the factory building, he let out a sigh of relief as he looked around and saw no hostiles.
The good thing about heavy rain is that it covers a multitude of sounds. Unfortunately, it also makes things slick and slippery, and Lloyd had a hard time finding a way to climb into the rafters without sliding back down. Eventually though, he did make it up to a large enough beam that he could stop and rest on. The rain water still weighed him down, rolling off him and creating a puddle on the floor below. He peeled the sopping jacket off his skin and hung it on a protruding nail in the wall, bidding it a final farewell before heading off on the next leg of his journey.
The rafters led him to an air duct that he quickly crawled into right as someone entered the room below. Breathing a sigh of relief, he allowed himself a few moments to be still and watch the newcomer as they walked toward the entrance he came in at. They stopped at the partially open door and pulled out a walkie talkie, saying something that Lloyd couldnât make out. He didnât want to take the chance that it might be about someone getting in, so he took off deeper into the crawlspace.
He lost all sense of direction while inside the ducts, and he crawled around for what seemed like days through several different buildings before he finally spotted his target.
Peeking through the grating, he found Harumi in a small room with a cluttered desk, a cork board covered in papers and string, and a chalkboard that was in the process of being filled with diagrams. He couldnât tell from his position what was on the boards or desk, but there was only one way to find out.
Carefully, he removed the vent cover and slipped through the hole into the room, his feet landing silently on the floor. Harumi had her back to him, making it a simple matter to sneak up on her, but as he got closer he realized once again that he hadnât thought things through as well as he should have. He had no way of properly threatening her, let alone âencouragingâ her to actually tell him what he needed to know. A quick riffle through his now-mostly-dry pockets revealed his only weapon to be his cell phone and he internally groaned. Heâd have to hope that a bluff would work long enough to get the info and get out, because otherwise he was a dead man.
Clutching the phone in his left hand, Lloydâs right shot out and clamped itself over the girlâs mouth while his elbow pinned her shoulder to his. She let out a muffled scream and clawed at his arm until he pressed a corner of the phone into the small of her back. When she stilled, he summoned his most villain-sounding voice and let it out in a low whisper. âIâm going to let go of your mouth now. Make any loud noises and itâs over.â
Harumi slowly nodded and he moved his hand from her mouth to her other shoulder, lightly pressing his arm against her neck to try and maintain the illusion of danger. âI didnât expect to see you again so soon, son of Garmadon, let alone on your own terms. To what do I owe the pleasure?â
âTell me where to find the Realm Crystal.â
A snide laugh escaped the girl. âYou? Looking for the Realm Crystal? And what would you do with it once you had it? You couldnât possibly understand its purpose.â
Lloyd gave a bitter exhale. Believe me, I understand more about it than you think, he thought to himself. To Harumi, he said, âWhat I need it for is my own business. Just tell me where to start looking and Iâll let you go free.â His eyes then caught sight of the chalkboard in front of them and what he saw made his heart skip a beat. Schematics and notes on something called the Lost Realm filled much of the black surface, and a crude drawing of the Oni was smack dab in the center of it all.
âSo you are trying to call the OniâŚâ His grip on her loosened before tightening again. âWhy would you do this? Donât you know how dangerous they are??â
Harumi squirmed slightly as his arm pressed harder on her neck. âIâve done my research, and I donât care!â Venom entered her voice as her tone lowered menacingly, and she suddenly snapped her fingers. âI have no attachment to a city that never cared about me.â
Without warning, Lloyd felt something sharp prick his upper arm and he yelped in pain, releasing his hold completely. His phone also slipped from his hand and clattered uselessly to the floor. He spun around to see Mr. Eâwho he hadnât heard enter the room; was he already inside then?âplacing an empty syringe into a storage compartment in his arm, and his now-unoccupied hand flew to the injection site. âWhat did you do?!â
However, the girl paid no attention to him as she picked up the device that had fallen beneath her feet. âThe rumors are true.â She straightened and stalked toward Lloyd, forcing him backwards until he was against the wall and pressing the edge of his phone to his chest. âYouâre a coward. You couldnât hurt a fly, let alone a person.â
The blondâs heart rate increased as he realized that more gang members were slowly filtering into the room, cutting him off from the only door and forming a semicircle around him and Harumi. He could feel his element pulsing underneath his fingertips, and he abruptly crouched and slammed his hands on the ground, causing a shockwave of green energy to expand out and knock over the surrounding hostiles. Taking advantage of the opening, he sprinted through the door and out onto the raised catwalk.
His vision began to blur as he ran down the length of the walkway, and what he had thought was a stairway leading down turned out to be a dead end. A thin metal railing was all that stood between him and a two-story fall, and a tightness in his chest made itself known as he finally registered the extent of the trouble heâd gotten himself into.
Heaving for breath, he squinted down the hall at a black and white splotch that was getting closer by the second. His hands clumsily gripped the railing and he was in the process of psyching himself up to jump when his world unexpectedly t i l  t  e   d. The sudden, intense dizziness nearly brought him to his knees, but his grasp on the bar tightened and kept him upright for the most part. Whatever heâd been injected with was doing its job well, no matter how hard he struggled to push past it.
He vaguely heard the thump of footsteps as he tried to breathe through the accompanying nausea, and a biting voice sounded close his ear. âYou are much too valuable to the cause to be roaming free, Green Ninja.â
As his vision finally went dark and he crumpled to the floor, only one thought ran through his mind.
This was a very stupid idea.
Chapter 10
Chapter Summary
Lloyd is getting tired of dreams and plays with oobleck, and Harumi makes some connections.
âWell, this seems familiar.â
Lloyd groaned as he was awoken by a sharp pressure in his head. He was completely surrounded by darkness, and in a strange way he could sense that he was in a large empty room. As he sat himself up, he noted that he was not tied up or restrained in any way, and now that he was upright he could see himself perfectly fine, just not his surroundings.
A dream, then?
A second wave of the strange pressure hit him, but this time it feltâŚdirectional, somehow, like it was coming from somewhere nearby. Rising to his feet, he began walking toward where he thought the feeling came from.
This dream space was weird, he noted to himself. He could sense himself making progress and moving forward, but it didnât feel like he was going anywhere. The only way he could tell that he was even headed toward anything was the small, steady pulsing of whatever that pressure was. As he got closer, the discomfort grew strong enough for him to finally put a name to the sensation.
Anxiety.
There was something else in here that was radiating the emotion. Except, he still sensed that this insanely huge area was completely empty.
The farther he walked, the more the emotion built up until he started feeling undertones of other emotions: sadness, anger, loneliness, faint hope. Sometimes these would fluctuate until another emotion was the dominant pressure, but anxiety always stayed steady and consistent. At one point the weight of it all got so overwhelming that he hesitated, wondering if it was even worth it to keep pursuing the source. But with literally nothing else around but himself, his curiosity got the better of him and he pressed on.
After what felt like an eternity of walking, he stopped in front of an unusual wall that had materialized in front of him, stretching as high and as far as he could see. It was an opaque gray-blue-purple color that shifted and swirled in iridescent fashion, and the surface physically rippled with small waves that seemed to originate from a particular spot near the ground to his left.
According to the storm of emotions, whatever was emitting them was on the other side, but there were no visible doors anywhere along the length of the barrier. He put a hand on the wall in an attempt to feel for any hidden buttons or indents underneath the ripples, but he recoiled instantly.
Images. The wall had started to show him images.
He hesitated, hand hovering over the shimmering surface for several seconds before taking the plunge and replacing his hand.
The scenes spread across the wall again as if playing a movie, and he recognized several of the locations displayed. A snippet of Kai and Jay goofing off in the ice cream shop, an interaction with some cheerleaders in what looked to be a school, a flashing knife by the factory building. âThese must be his memoriesâŚâ
Suddenly the images stopped again and the ripples disappeared from the bottom of the wall, moving exclusively to his own hand, and he noticed that the emotional pressure had mysteriously disappeared as well.
ââŚhello?â
That wasnât from an image.
The masculine voice sounded distorted, almost like it was underwater, and Lloyd realized that it was probably the source of the emotional turmoil. âHello? Whoâs there?â His palm had started pushing into the wall, so he removed it and watched as the ripples completely stopped.
âAre you here to finish me off?â
That got Lloyd to pause. He didnât like that tone of voice. âWhy would I be here for that?â
âI mean, Iâm already stuck in this wherever it is, trapped and helpless to do anything except watch this Monty me live my stolen life. For all I know, youâre some random business owner whoâs finally done with my existence.â The voice sounded like a hollow shell of a person, resigned to his fate. âJust, please make it quick? I donât want mom to suffer knowing I was tortured to death.â
âSuffer? A momâs going to suffer knowing her kid died no matter the method! What are you thinking??â The blond started looking harder for a way through the wall as a bad feeling about the other person started gathering in his stomach. âIâm gonna help you get out of there, okay? Just have to figure out how to get through this wall.â He poked several spots on the wall trying to feel for a button or latch, then when nothing came of his search he tried summoning his element. Panic started to seep into him when it didnât respond and eventually he slammed his fists against the shifting surface. Instead of sinking into the goop, it hardened and repelled the force, causing him to cry out in pain.
âThe wall works like oobleck. Light touches are absorbed but anything with more force makes it go stiff.â
Lloyd cradled his hands to his chest and scowled at the wall. âYeah, I kinda figured that out.â Dream or not, everything about this whole situation was justâŚwrong. First the wide open room, then the freaky physics-defying wall, and now this guy who just casually talked about his own murder as if it were inevitable? âWho are you anyway?â
A long silence stretched between them before the voice spoke again. ââŚyou wonât like it if I tell youâŚâ
That was all it took for the mental gears to finally click in place. How had he been so blind? The memories should have been the obvious answer, on top of the disturbing expectation of hatred and harm toward himselfâŚ
âMorroâs gonna kill me,â Lloyd murmured as he stared at the wall blankly. All this time, and he had blindly thought that the inconsistencies were the result of a messed up memory.
He shook his hands out and stepped back a bit. âAlright, listen. Youâve been here for a while, right? What else have you figured out about this wall?â
A faint grunt of confusion escaped the other before he complied. âW-well, it isnât completely oobleck. Thereâs some sort of hard surface aboutâŚhalf a finger deep underneath.â His voice hesitated a bit as circles began rippling out across the surface for a few seconds, and a small burst of uncertainty hit the blond. âI dunno, maybe if you can figure out how to scoop some of the goop off, you can make a clearing to see if the inner wall can be broken somehow.â He was silent for several seconds before speaking again, much quieter than before. ââŚThis is the first time Iâve heard a voice from the other side, so maybe things are different over there.â
Lloyd began to grab and scrape at the strange material in earnest now. âTry the same thing on your side. Maybe with two of us itâll do something new.â He watched the waves of his prodding spread out along the wall until a second set of ripples joined them only a couple inches away. Nothing else happened for a few seconds, until suddenly the ripples began to synchronize, causing a pale light to form spiderweb cracks in the elastic surface until a shower of iridescent goop rained on his head and faded away.
All that was left was a clear glass-like wall that stood between him and a perfect copy of himself.
They both stared at each other for a couple seconds before Lloyd quickly pulled his hand away and shook it out as if it had been burned, while his doppelgänger stumbled backwards before tripping over his own feet and falling to the ground. âYou! Y-youâre Monty!â The other teen just sat where he fell, eyes wide with confusion and fear. âWhat are you doing here?!â
âBelieve me, Iâm just as-â He paused, slowly processing the otherâs words. âWait, what did you just call me?â
His doppelgänger blushed slightly and averted his gaze. âW-well, calling you Lloyd is just weird, and Montgomery was too long, so⌠Monty.â Green eyes snapped back to focus on him again, exuding apprehension.
Lloyd tested the name in his mouth a couple times before shrugging. âI can live with it.â He then experimentally pounded on the transparent barrier, trying to determine whether it could be broken or not. âAlright, now that the goop is gone we need to get you out of there. Come put your hand on the other side of mine; I wanna see how thick this thing is.â He paused when he noticed a weight of frustration settle over him and his doubleâs expression morph into something more wary. âWhat?â
âStop confusing me! First you take over my life, and now youâre trying to give it back? Make up your mind! Are you a bad guy or not?â
The blond wanted to sigh when suddenly a feeling of weightlessness washed over him and the ground beneath him fractured into pieces. As those pieces one by one broke off and fell into a bottomless pit below, he caught a glimpse of his counterpartâs alarmed face before falling into the hole himself.
ââŚIâm just a kid who wants to go home.â
- - - - -
Lloyd opened his eyes to a dark, blurry assortment of grays. His vision still swam, making it hard to pick out shapes from his surroundings, but from the sounds around him he could tell that other people were in the same room.
He moved experimentally to get a feel for his situation, and even without his messed up senses, he knew escape would be difficult.
Using his powers was out of the question. Something touching him, likely the chains keeping his hands behind his back, was made of vengestone. He could feel the weakened pulse of his element in his veins, and unleashing it would be impossible until the element-blocking mineral was removed from his person.
The chair he was tied to was digging into his back, so he shifted slightly to reposition himself. As he did so, the beeping of a large vehicle backing up blared in his ears and he smelled the musty scent of petrichor. Blinking his eyes cleared up some of the blurring and he started to make out the outline of a cargo truck on the other side of the large room, accented by its rear lights.
Someone behind him started roughly tugging on the chains around his wrists, startling him. âHey!â The chains released from the chair and he was lifted up and set on his feet.
âYou either walk or I drag you,â a gruff voice snapped at him, and the blond looked up to see Killow glaring down at him. The big man gave him a shove forward that almost knocked him to the floor, but he somehow managed to stay upright as he clumsily stumbled in the direction of the truck.
The red lights shone brightly in his eyes as they got closer and he had to squint to lessen the harshness of them. Once he was able to see the details on the paneling of the truck, its loading door opened and an inner light revealed two rows of seats against the walls. They reminded him of ones that would be found in a limousine, except much more utilitarian.
Killow ended up lifting him less-than-gracefully into one of the seats and Mr. E readjusted the chains, using their length to attach them to a ring on the floor. As soon as the silent nindroid finished, the Quiet One herself stepped out from behind him and dismissed the two underlings. The door slid closed behind them and the girl positioned herself in front of Lloyd. He resisted the temptation to glare at her as she bent down to meet him at eye level.
âYou are a curious one, Lloyd Garmadon.â
A nervous unease washed over him as he felt his counterpartâs emotions again. Deciding to come back to that later, he let his own anger at the girl rise but stayed silent. She seemed to accept that he wouldnât be talking and took it as her cue to continue. âIt seems a lot can change in the span of a couple weeks. After all, itâs not every day one comes face-to-face with an elemental master, let alone a newly awakened one.â She put her hand under his chin and lifted his head, forcing him to make eye contact with her. Now looking her in the face, he noted the comparisons of this Harumi versus the one from his realm. The largest difference was the lack of red makeup covering the top half of her face, and while her hair was long and white like her counterpartâs, it was styled in a simple braid that hung over her shoulder.
âBut thatâs not the only difference, is it?â
A cold chill moved down Lloydâs spine as fear began to accompany the anger. âWhat are you trying to say?â
A familiar cruel smile twisted her lips as she stepped back, allowing gravity to take over and forcing Lloyd to hold his head up on his own. âFor a stranger, youâre awfully familiar with me. Not even my own people knew my real name, and yet when the son of Garmadon finally crossed my path that was the first thing you said.â She sat down in one of the seats opposite him as the truck started moving and began casually inspecting her nails. âAnd the fact that the Realm Crystal, despite it being a relic of legend that has practically no literature remaining about it, is important enough to you that you would infiltrate our base of operations and threaten me to try and gain access to it is more than a little coincidental.â Harumi then picked up a small device from a seat pocket next to her and examined the screen. âWhether your father allowed it or you acted of your own accord, you have traveled between realms and gained the power of an elemental master.â A quiet laugh escaped her as her eyes flicked back to him, glinting maliciously. âFate truly did bring you to me. You will teach me how to use the Crystal.â
Lloydâs brain screeched to a halt. It didnât help that the truck drove over a particularly bad bump at that moment, jolting away any thoughts trying to form. âIâm sorry, what?â It was just too much information at once. She had pieced together that heâd done some realm traveling before, and now she wanted him to help her learn to use the Realm Crystal? She mentioned his father⌠was it with Garmadon?
âSheâs creepy. Is she like this in his world too?â
Huh. Getting rid of that wall must have allowed for him to actually hear his counterpart. He thought out a simple âunfortunately, yesâ in answer, but paused when he didnât get a reply; could he not hear his thoughts? Would he have to respond out loud every time? Harumi was still staring at him and he couldnât think of a way to test that out without making it seem like he was talking to her. Waiting to acknowledge his counterpart until later, the blond returned his glare to the girl. âAnd why would I do that?â
âBecause Iâm sure you wouldnât want anything to happen to your ninja friends, would you?â She pulled his cell phone out of another pocket on her person and held it next to the first device as it began to beep. âOr maybe I should get in touch with your poor, sweet mother. Iâm sure sheâs worried sick about you by nowâŚâ
That struck a nerve with the blond and he tried to stand up against the restraints, his vision flashing with red. âIf you dare touch even a single hair on her head, I swear I will make the rest of your life a living nightmare!â
Harumi simply laughed as the little device did its thing.
The rest of the ride was relatively quiet aside from the occasional random comment from his doppelgänger and the steady beeping of whatever Harumi was doing with his phone, leaving him to stew in his anger. He tried not to be surprised by the girlâs cruelty, but a part of him had hoped that she would be different in this world.
Eventually the vehicle slowed down to a stop. Harumi unstrapped herself and put on a white and blue kabuki mask before suddenly throwing the cell phone to the floor, shattering it completely. She stomped on it for good measure before pocketing the other device. âI have everything I need. Wouldnât want your little club interrupting, now would we?â
The cargo door soon slid open and the girl jumped out of the truck while Mr. E unchained Lloyd from the floor and rewrapped the links around his wrists.
If he could time this just rightâŚ
The nindroid released his hold on the chains for just a second to readjust, and Lloyd pounced on the opportunity. He sprang from the seat, kicking his captor out of the truck and sprinting outside. It was dark out, but he could see the outlines of several sharp rock spires silhouetted by a giant volcano in the distance. He didnât allow himself time to see much more than that before immersing himself into the situation.
The gang members were scattered around in a sort of haphazard group, but someone was close enough to have seen Lloydâs escape and yell warnings about the escaped prisoner. Taking advantage of his smaller size, he pushed his body to the limit as he ran under, leaped over, and overall evaded the Sons of the Oni. He finally made it through the loose perimeter of the group and took off in the only direction left available: toward the volcano.
Thanks to the rough terrain, the only way anyone would be able to follow him was on foot, and they were still trying to recover from the chaos and reorganize.
Once there was a considerable distance between him and his captors, he started trying to unravel the chains that were already hanging down and threatening to trip him up. âHey Lloyd? Keep an eye on our surroundings for me. Iâm gonna try to get these off and get us away from here.â
A feeling of surprise hit him as his counterpart fumbled for words. âW-wait, you can actually hear me now??â
âYup. Found that out on the ride over.â He unwrapped two, three loops before reaching the final snag. âAaagh! I need a knife or a stick or something pokey-!â An idea formed in his mind and, taking a quick glance back to make sure no one was on the verge of overtaking him, he stopped briefly to take advantage of a stone spike jutting up from the ground nearby. Using the tip to push the chain around, the knot loosened until the whole thing finally slid off his wrists. âFinally!â
He left the vengestone in a pile on the ground as he started running again, experimentally summoning a green ball of sparky fire before quickly extinguishing it. With a full moon out, he couldnât exactly hide in the darkness very well, but he could at least not make himself more obvious.
âHowâd you get those powers? Is it like a secret ninja technique?â A pause elapsed before a small gasp escaped the other. ââŚor are you like Morro?â
Before Lloyd could answer, the ground gave way from under him and he yelped as he was suctioned through a strange transport tube. Moments later, it ejected him into a dark room with windows along one wall and a grated floor that revealed the hot glow of lava underneath. At the other end of the room, in front of a stylized fireplace filled with flowing lava, stood the other person he least wanted to run into.
âLuh-Lloyd?â
Chapter 11
Chapter Summary
Lloyd gets emotional whiplash like, three separate times within the span of half an hour.
Just another Saturday.
âLuh-Loyd?â
There on the hearth stood the four-armed warlord himself. His red eyes widened as he stared at the teen with aâŚconcerned expression? âYou shouldnât be here. Whereâs your mother? Why arenât you with her?â He moved forward and helped Lloyd to his feet, then almost-gently guided him off the grated flooring and onto the solid obsidian brick. âScratch that, how are you even here? Weâre in the middle of the ocean. Not exactly close enough for a casual swim over.â
Blinking at the absurdity of the gesture from the man, Lloyd scrambled out of his grip and searched for something to say. âY-yeah, well it wasnât exactly my choice to be here. Some creeps kidnapped me and dragged me out here against my will.â He frowned as he glanced toward the window. âTheyâre probably on their way now.â
In a moment of sick coincidence, two SotO members fell through the ceiling and landed in the middle of the room. Before they could even stand, Garmadon pushed a button and a couple of the floor panels opened up beneath them, swallowing them whole before returning to their proper positions. âOh, I already knew they were coming. Thatâs why Iâm waiting in here for them.â
Lloyd stared at the floor in disbelief before frantically turning to his counterpartâs father. âYou just killed them!â
A scoff escaped Garmadon as he rolled his eyes. âI didnât kill them, I fired them. Itâs like an amusement park ride but with lava. I do it to people all the time. Theyâll be fine.â
While Lloyd floundered for words to even describe the wrongness of those statements, the warlord quickly moved toward the wall. âCome on, we need to get you back home before Kokes finds out youâre here and really kills me.â He pulled a lever and grabbed a hidden microphone that lowered itself from the ceiling. âGeneral Number One! Take over for me in the firing room, will ya? I have someâŚother business to attend to.â After reversing the lever, he grabbed Lloydâs wrist and half led, half dragged him out of the room.
In the hallway they passed a soldier with a crab helmet who was just a little too starry-eyed as he entered the firing room.
Strange leader, strange underlings.
When trying to squirm out of the strong grip didnât work, the teen let Garmadon lead him through several dimly lit corridors before finally coming to a halt, the resistance causing the man to stop also. âWhat are you doing? Donât stop now! We have to get you out of here!â
âHow do I know youâre not kidnapping me and taking me to your dungeon where Iâll never see the light of day again?â
The warlord dared to look offended. âDid you not hear me? It is in my best interest not to kidnap you, because Koko will kill me otherwise. If thereâs anything she fights for harder than she did for the side of good, itâs you.â Scoffing, he shook his head. âAnd besides, what kind of dad kidnaps their own kid? Like, seriously? Theyâd have to be some sort of monster to think of doing something that messed up.â
Lloyd felt the warmth of admiration coming from his counterpart, although whether it was for his mom or his dad he didnât know. He himself was somewhat impressed that Garmadon had any standards at all. It almost reminded him of his own father, back before the venom was purged from himâŚ
A warning alarm started going off, and the warlord stiffened. Turning toward a nearby door, he and Lloyd pushed through into a random lab and Garmadon immediately started tapping at a screen on the wall. Security camera footage soon appeared, and he scrolled through several different views until he landed on one that showed him what he was looking for. His eyes blew wide open and he opened his mouth to say something, paused to cautiously look down at Lloyd, then put one set of hands over the teenâs ears as he cursed. âOf course itâd be him!â
The man broke away and started pacing anxiously back and forth across the room, while Lloyd took the opportunity to examine the footage. A small sleek aircraft was making its way across the ocean toward the island, but it was too far away and too dark for him to see the pilot.
âThe Secret Ninja Force may be annoying, but Ghost? Forget annoying, that guy is a straight up nightmare.â Garmadon stopped in the middle of the room, one hand on his chin and two clasped behind his back. âOkay, new plan. Youâll have to make it to the docking bay on your own while I keep his attention away from there.â He walked back to the door, guiding Lloyd through it as he pointed down the hallway. âJust go down this hall, make a left, go down three doors until you see the one with a giant trophy on it and make a right, straight some more then two more lefts, a right at the green door, and youâre there. All the doors have fancy DNA scanners on them so you should be able to get through. Got it?â
The blondâs mind was reeling with so much information. The directions already made him dizzy; he figured the biometric locks were why Harumi needed him, but what was Morro doing? Did the wind master know he was here? He couldnât possibly, unlessâŚ
His phone! He had made sure to turn on location sharing that morning; of course Morro would have access to that! But wait, if Morro knew his location, then surely Koko also knew by now-
âGood!â The warlordâs voice cut through his thoughts as he gave Lloyd an almost-gentle push forward. âNow get going! Daddyâs got a ninja to deal with.â
As Garmadon left down the opposite side of the hall, the blond started making his way to his own destination. As he tried to remember the directions he was given, he had to ask a question. âIs he usually like that with you? âCause that was⌠umâŚâ His voice trailed off as he turned into another corridor, amazed at how many times the warlord had left him speechless in the span of a few minutes.
ââŚI donât know. Outside of fighting him as the Green Ninja, Iâve never actually met him.â His counterpartâs voice felt conflictingly neutral, and Lloyd could sort of relate with how he felt about his mother before meeting her. He hummed in acknowledgment and returned his focus to the task at hand.
Slowly but surely he made his way to the docking bay with the help of Other Lloyd reminding him of the directions, and once the final door slid open they both gasped. It was huge! There was an inlet inside the volcano that housed dozens of docks and hundreds of mechs. Manta ray jets, jellyfish subs, crab mechs; any sea creature that could be imagined, there was a mech version of it. Running to the closest manta jet, he unlocked it with another DNA scanner and cautiously climbed into the cockpit. The control panel had so many buttons that even his counterpart had trouble deciphering what even half of them did.
Working together, they eventually managed to get the jet into the air and out of the docking area mostly intact. However, it wasnât long before there was an explosion behind them and Lloyd turned to see fire and smoke coming out of the archway he had just escaped from with Morroâs jetâperfectly silhouetted against the burning yellows and orangesâheading his direction at full speed. In that moment, Lloyd came to a horrible realization.
âHe thinks Iâm one of Garmadonâs soldiers. Heâs gonna shoot me down!â
So much for keeping Morroâs attention away from the docks.
Laser blasts sailed past the manta jet way too close for comfort and Other Lloyd tried to guide him through evasive actions, but his opponent was much more experienced in aerial combat. Several shots started hitting the glass and the wings, leaving smoldering indentations across the surface of the craft. âHow do I get him to know itâs me??â A few seconds went by before the natural answer came to him.
Oh. Duh.
He gathered his element in his hand, letting it fill the cockpit with its bright green glow and hoping the wind master would get the message. Unfortunately it was too little too late, because shortly after a shot hit one of the engines. As it sputtered and cut out, the jet began a spiraling nosedive straight toward the rocky beach of the small volcanic island and both teens started panicking. Neither of them could remember where the button that controlled the canopy was, so Lloyd smashed his energy-filled fist into the glass and used the momentum to jump out, just barely rolling away before the aircraft slammed into the ground and exploded.
Tumbling out of the roll rather ungracefully, he let himself lay sprawled out on the uneven ground as he caught his breath and mentally checked himself for injuries. His ankle hurt a little and his back and shoulders were sore, but nothing felt broken or out of place. Bracing himself, he tried to roll over or stand up or do something, but exhaustion held him in its grip even as he heard the sounds of fighting steadily grow nearer.
Not long after, Morroâs jet landed on the beach near the crash site and the man quickly dismounted and stalked over to the prone form on the ground, announcing his presence with a rather colorful string of swears. âWhat were you thinking?! I couldâve killed you!!! What kind of budget imposter are you that you donât even care about your own safety??â
Lloyd tried moving again and managed to sit up, arms placed behind him on the ground for support. Sighing, he attempted a glare at Morro. âWell, excuse me for not expecting you to show up while I tried to get out of here.â There was no bite to his words. The practically non-stop psychoemotional roller coaster of the past day and a half was starting to fly off the tracks, and he just wanted everything to leave him alone for the next millennium or so. His not-glare moved to the side as he heard Garmadonâs voice finally join the rest of the battle sounds in the distance. âHis momâs already going to have words for me when she finds out; I donât need it from you again.â
When nothing but silence responded, he looked over to see Morro searching his face with one of his unreadable expressions. ââŚI donât know if you actually stole his body or if you just look eerily identical to him, but you canât⌠I just⌠aaAUGH!!â The wind master threw his head back and tangled the fingers of one hand in his hair. âI made a promise⌠and youâre making it extremely hard to keep it.â
âTell him Iâm here!â A small pang of desperation poked at his heart as Other Lloydâs voice filled his mind. âTell him he can still protect me!â
His eyes brightened slightly before sheepishness took over and he averted his gaze again. âSpeaking of your Lloyd, I found him.â He tapped his head with a finger and let out a snort. âCompletely not where I intended to look, but it worked out somehow.â
âSo you are possessing him.â
âItâs notâŚâ Lloyd winced, trying to compartmentalize and not to fall back into old memories that didnât apply here. âDonât call it that. Itâs more like⌠weâre two people sharing different parts of the same brain. Iâve got the motor control and heâs got the emotional control. Mostly.â
âHow do I know youâre not just saying that to get me off your back about him?â
His counterpart hummed for a moment before piping up. âI know! Ask him about Veggie Man! Or the emu thing! There was also that one time we accidentally ordered waaaaaay too many pizzas, orâŚâ
âWait, stop! Too much at once!â Lloyd squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head lightly. âLetâs just⌠one thing at a time? I have no context for any of those.â His counterpart quickly stopped, apologizing for the rambling, and Lloyd opened his eyes to look up at Morro. âHe said to mention Veggie Man and an emu thing?â
The man raised an eyebrow but otherwise kept his frown. Before he could say anything however, the fighting finally reached them and a woman that looked like Ultra Violet stopped to squint at them before pointing. âI found the kid! Get the Quiet One over here!â Not long after, a group of the gangsters rushed their direction with a pack of Shark Army soldiers following closely behind.
âWell, that explains things.â Pulling a dark gray ninja mask over his head, Morro helped Lloyd to his feet and stepped into a fighting stance. âWeâll continue this later. The Sons decided to make good on your supposed âkeyâ ability?â Receiving a simple nod from him, the man continued. âThen we have two options here. One, deal with them before they can get to the crystal, or two, grab it ourselves. And personally, Iâd rather the first option.â
As the two groups of enemies closed in on them, Lloyd squared up and positioned himself next to the wind master, ignoring the twinge in his ankle. It had been a while since heâd had to fight hand-to-hand, but with Garmadon nearby he couldnât use his element without revealing Other Lloydâs identity.
âDidnât you mention that you trained with weapons in your world? Morro might have something you could use.â
After asking as much of the man, he was given a retractable bĹ staff. Now armed, the two began fending off the coming onslaught. Wave after wave of them tried to overwhelm the ninja, but the wind would trip them up while Lloydâs bĹ and Morroâs shurikens knocked them right out. It was chaos everywhere as Garmadonâs soldiers chased after the SotO, who fought back against the shark army, who both attacked the ninja.
Which, as it turned out, was actually the whole team, having arrived shortly after Morro did.
âGhost? Youâre here too?â Kai had joined them at some point, and was now fighting back to back with them as their foes surrounded the trio. The red ninja was currently wielding a katana and Lloyd was impressed at his decent grasp on swordsmanship, awkward and clumsy though it was. âIf we had known you were going after him, we wouldnât have gone to Miss Koko. Although, she did give me a ride over, so I guess I canât complain too much.â
Several shark army soldiers rushed at them and subsequently fell on their faces as Morro subtly manipulated the wind to push them off balance. âKokoâs here? Like, right now?â He ducked under a thugâs right hook and returned with an uppercut of his own, then turned around and kicked a couple more who were trying to sneak up on Lloyd. âThat ought to be fun. Has she made it to Garmadon yet?â
Looking past the immediate enemies, Lloyd could see a slew of shark soldiers flying through the air as someone carved their way through the midst of them. Kai saw the same thing as he replied, âNot yet, but I think sheâs about to.â
And sure enough, the warlordâs screams were soon echoing across the battlefield as an armored figure threatened him with a sword. The red ninja threw an exasperated look at Lloyd as he slammed the handle of his katana into the stomach of a thug with a mohawk. âWeâd better get you over there before anything serious happens.â
âAw, come on. Let him squirm a bit longer,â the wind master snarked before promptly being ignored as Kai and Lloyd fought their way to the other side of the island.
They had almost made it to their destination when he suddenly got a bad feeling from his counterpart. âLook out behind you!!â Whipping around, he saw too late the blade that came slashing down across the red ninjaâs back. Kai stumbled forward and fell to the ground, revealing a clean gash that stained the surrounding fabric a darker shade. âNO, KAAAIIIIII!!!â The otherâs panic and fear overlapped with Lloydâs own horror and anger once he fully registered the masked culprit.
âSo they came anyway. I should have destroyed the phone earlier.â
In his periphery, Lloyd could see Kai struggling to get up, but he couldnât turn his back on Harumi. The girl kept the shortsword trained on the downed ninja, stance confident and infuriatingly casual. âWhat will it be, Lloyd? Will you make the right choice, or are you going to let your friends suffer for something that you could easily resolve?â With her mask on, he could all but see the sneer on her face.
Lloyd moved into a defensive stance, gripping the bĹ tightly. His eyes darted between the mask and the sword as a fire raged inside him. âI wonât let you hurt anyone else!â Rushing forward, he switched to offense and swung at her with his staff, forcing her several steps away from the downed ninja. She moved with the grace of a dancer, dodging backward as he missed strike after strike until eventually he made a stupid mistake. A swing too wide that left him open for too long. Harumi used that moment to kick his legs out from under him, the impact falling on his injured ankle and pushing it far outside the âonly hurts a littleâ zone. He landed hard on his back and lost his grip on the bĹ, seeing stars as his head crashed against the stones that made up the ground.
Before his vision could clear, the girlâs sickly sweet voice bit through the air. âI donât suppose youâll be needing your legs to operate the Realm Crystal, will you?â She pinned his ankle under her foot and he screamed at the white hot pain that shot through it as she increased the pressure. She raised her weapon in the air above him, and he shut his eyes to brace himself.
But Harumi's blade never touched Lloyd. The ring of steel against steel echoed in his ear as he looked up to see the orange-haired warrior parrying with her own sword. âNO ONE touches my son!â The pressure on his leg disappeared as the girl was forced to find better footing.
âMomâŚis Lady Iron Dragon?â
Lloyd breathed a shaky breath of relief as confusion and awe practically radiated from his doppelgänger. âI canât believe it! Momâs a ninja! The Lady Iron Dragon!â His excitement soon devolved into incoherent mutterings, and Lloyd hoped the enthusiasm meant that Other Lloyd couldnât feel the searing pain radiating through the surely-broken ankle. The weapons above him finally separated and he did his best to focus on moving out of the way of the fight.
Compared to her confidence when she cut Kai down, Harumiâs posture was much more tense now. The two women circled each other, sizing each other up; Koko was like a mother bear ready to protect her cubs, while Harumi was like the mischievous child with a stick.
Harumi let out a roar and made the first strike, rushing toward the older woman with a frenzy that was not present before. In turn, Koko parried and deflected with ease, a dangerous dance learned only from the experience of a hundred battlefields. The skill difference was a gaping chasm, and the girl knew it.
While they clashed, Lloyd took the opportunity to carefully crawl over to his friend who had given up on trying to stand and was currently lying on his stomach over the semi-smooth pebbles of the beach. âKai!! How bad is it??â His eyes couldnât help but drift to the wound, and he noted gratefully that it wasnât as deep as he first thought.
The brunet grimaced and hissed as he lifted his head slightly. âI think Iâll be all right. It just stings, like a lot.â He moved the arm not affected by the injury and brought his hand to his ear. âGuys, we need backup. Lady Iron Dragon is holding off the boss of the other group, but the rest of them wonât stay away for long.â He waited a bit for the responses, then let his head fall back to the ground. âYâknow, after six months of being a ninja, youâd think I would carry around basic first aid suppliesâŚâ
As the red ninja gathered up his strength and finally pushed himself off the ground, Lloydâs eyes moved from his back to the fight behind them, the smoldering anger in his chest beginning to ignite. If he had just been quicker, Harumi wouldnât have been able to hurt Kai. If he had been smarter, he wouldnât have gotten caught and ended up in this situation in the first place! Punching his fists into the ground, he managed to stand himself up and balance on his good leg. He tried putting weight on the other one only to nearly fall over as his vision darkened from the burning sensation.
Before he knew it, Kai caught him and was keeping him steady. âWe need to get you back to the mechs. The others will-â
âNo!â He tried to shake the taller one off of him, only to slip and crash into his chest. âThat should be my fight! I just need to get the staff and Iâll be good to get back out there!â
âBut your momâs already taking care of it-â
âI WONâT WATCH HARUMI DIE AGAIN!!!â
The world seemed to slow as Lloyd felt warm tears gather in his eyes. ââŚI couldnât do anything but watch last time. But if Iâm the one to take her down, then we can just take her to jail, and maybeâŚâ
âLloyd, look at me.â
Scrubbing at his eyes with one hand, he looked up into his teammateâs softened amber eyes. âNobody here is going to kill her. Koko and Morro know what theyâre doing, and Harumi will be brought to justice.â At the mention of the master of wind, he turned to find that Morro had joined the fight and was helping to corral the girl. âI know weâre not your team, but that doesnât mean we donât care about you. You donât have to do everything alone, you know.â Kai gave a little chuckle and squeezed his shoulder. âYou Lloyds and your hero complexes.â
A warmth of embarrassment soaked into him from his counterpart, cooling the internal fire slightly. Staring at the ground, he allowed himself to be led away from the scene as the other ninja one by one joined up with them, giving varied reactions and scoldings over their injuries. Nya escorted them back to her strider mech and helped him (and Kai, much to the brunetâs annoyance) inside while the others kept working on incapacitating the enemies.
He really hated sitting out of the fight, but with a Nya-appointed babysitter he was effectively grounded. All he could do was watch whatever action happened near the mech and listen to Kai struggleâand failâto find medical supplies behind him. After radioing the rest of the team with a strong reminder to stock up on bandages and antiseptic when everything was over, he and Lloyd made a game out of watching an enemyâs movements and pointing out countermoves. Other Lloyd joined in too, which thoroughly confused Kai until he explained their situation.
After a while the enemies thinned out until there were only shark soldiers left, who had apparently made some sort of truce with the ninja and were helping to round up the SotO members. The rest of the team came back shortly after with the good news that Harumi had been restrained and her gang was temporarily held in Garmadonâs dungeons until they could come back with transports the next day.
The battle was officially over.
Chapter 12
Chapter Summary
Medical treatment is received and the Lloyd situation is revealed.
The first thing Koko did when she saw Lloyd was squeeze him in a tight hug. âMy poor sweet baby⌠you nearly gave me a heart attack!â Releasing the hug, she pulled away and looked him over, holding onto his shoulders. âTwo incidents in two days is enough. Youâre not allowed to leave the houseâŚâ
Her voice trailed off, and it took Lloyd a few seconds to realize why until he felt something wet slide down his chin. A dam of shared emotions that he hadnât even realized was building up finally broke and tears began pouring down his cheeks. âIâm so sorryâŚâ He hesitated, his breathing shuddery and erratic, and he found himself being pulled into another hug. The two of them sat there for quite some time, Lloyd trembling with an occasional sob and Koko massaging his scalp with her fingertips as she held him close. âYou donât⌠Iâm notâŚâ He tried to tell her but the words stuck in his throat, burning like an unquenchable fire.
âShhhh, we can talk later.â The woman gave his head a little scratch and gently smoothed his hair down. âFirst, letâs just focus on getting that leg of yours patched up, okay?â After he wordlessly nodded, she began carefully helping him out of the mech before looking up at the cockpit. âFire Ninja, youâre coming too. I donât think your teammate would appreciate you bleeding out all over her mech.â
Kai mumbled something about just getting comfortable, but followed them down to the ground where they made their way to a makeshift triage and treatment area set up by Garmadon and some of his medics. The warlord himself was fussing over a cot with a mountain of pillows and a stuffed teddy bear, and as Koko helped Lloyd down onto the rough surface, she and Garmadon eyed each other, having a silent conversation that Lloyd could only guess the contents of.
After a few seconds, Garmadon turned away and left to bark orders at some of his soldiers while a medic came and examined him. âYour ankle is pretty swollen, but I donât feel anything broken or out of place, which is mostly a good thing. Unfortunately that doesnât necessarily mean there isnât a hairline fracture. I can give you a temporary splint right now, but to do any x-rays or casting Iâd need to get you inside.â The woman gave a tentative look to Koko, who nodded briefly.
After the splint was applied, a couple shark soldiers picked up the cot and followed the medic into the volcano. The trip to the medbay wasâŚan experience, to say the least. Garmadon had found out what was going on and kept trying to help carry the cot, while Koko shooed him away. After his fourth try, she pulled him aside and Lloyd could hear her trying to explain something to him as they continued on.
âSo weird.â
Other Lloyd hummed in agreement. âDefinitely. And kinda creepy, coming from him. My own father is my worst enemy and heâs trying to play helicopter dad.â He let out a small awkward laugh as pricks of amusement and sadness hit. âSounds like the name of a bad web novel or something.â
Eventually Koko rejoined the train, and they finished the journey without issue. When they finally entered the room, Lloyd couldnât help but stare at how enormous the room was. There was a separate room at the end that housed the radiology equipment, but everything else was in this one room. There were hospital beds, IV poles, phlebotomy machines, and many other things that he couldnât even name. One of the soldiers apparently saw his surprise, because the voice behind him suddenly spoke. âLord Garmadon is surprisingly particular about the health and wellness of his troops. As he likes to say, âThereâs a huge difference between being undead and being almost dead, and if youâre almost dead then youâre no good to me.â Though sometimes I think he wishes he had his Skulkin army backâŚâ
Despite his counterpartâs questions about what Skulkin were, Lloyd decided to not comment as the medic assigned him to a bed that was as far away from the other shark army patients as possible. âGarmadonâs orders. He wants to, ahâŚâ She dug a piece of paper out of her pocket and uncrumpled it, reading the words straight off the page. ââKeep him as far away from those potty-mouthed bad influences as he can get.ââ
Lloyd shrugged as he was transferred from the cot to the hospital bed. âItâs not the weirdest thing thatâs happened today.â He absentmindedly grabbed the forgotten teddy bear, letting the texture of the fur occupy him while the soldiers took the cot away and the medic went to grab some other doctors to prep the x-ray machine.
âThat was your fatherâs very first gift to you.â
At the sudden comment, he turned toward Koko, who had a sad nostalgia to her smile as she continued. âHe was so excited before you were born, wanting everything in the world for you. Watching him run around like a headless chicken while getting your room just right was dizzying sometimes, but it was a sweet gesture.â He could feel the conflicting emotions of his counterpart as a small laugh escaped the woman. âAnd then when you finally came, he didnât know what to do with you. He wore mittens for the first month whenever he held you because he was so scared that you would shatter at the slightest touch. Seeing you two together like that was so preciousâŚâ
His cheeks burned with guilt as he listened to the story, each moment of admiration from Koko a brick of shame piled onto his heart. As soon as there was a break in the story he made a decision. ââŚactually, I need to tell you something.â He swallowed, trying to wet his dry mouth, and took a deep breath. âIâm not your son.â
âExcuse me?!â
Realizing how bad that sounded, he fumbled his words as he tried to backpedal a bit. âNonono, Iâm not disowning you or anything! What I mean is, I am Lloyd Garmadon, justâŚnot your Lloyd Garmadon.â
Kokoâs frown softened ever-so-slightly as she looked him straight in the eyes. âExplain.â
And explain he did. He told her about the Tornado of Creation and his conversation with his grandfather, making sure to gloss over the Green Ninja-related details of this world. He described freaking out and running away, getting caught by Harumi, and discovering Other Lloyd before ending up there on the island.
When he finished, the ginger-haired woman was silent for several moments as a strange look grew on her face. âSo the forgotten memoriesâŚâ
âThey were never mine to remember in the first place.â
Her eyes became glassy as tears started collecting in the corners. ââŚI was scared. I worried so much, and yet you were the answer all along.â She sat on the bed next to him, her armor clanking lightly at the movement. âIt was at the two week mark that your uncle and I got a call from the doctor. He told us that because of the severity of the injury, a two week coma was expected, but the longer you- he went with no signs of improvement⌠the chances of recovery would go down significantly. I was so scared that my baby wouldnât make it.â A tear finally rolled down her cheek and she quickly dabbed it away, taking a deep shuddery breath. âAnd then a few days later, you woke up. Not the usual gradual progression, just straight into consciousness. You were awake, you were responding to questions, and that was almost just as scary as before, because I had no idea what had changed. After Wuâs visit, he told me he sensed a strong but strange new element working in you. I assume you have an elemental power of your own?â
Lloyd nodded. âI donât know exactly what it is, but itâs some combination of energy and the four elements of creationâfire, ice, earth, and lightning.â
âWhatever it is, Iâm quite sure itâs responsible for your quick release from the hospital. Lloyd has always healed quicker than most, but a near-full recovery only a week and a half after coming out of a coma that long is unheard of.â Taking one of his hands into her own, she squeezed it tight. âYou saved my sonâs life, and I am extremely grateful.â
HeâŚhad saved Lloyd?
They will need you.
The First Spinjitzu Masterâs words echoed in his mind. The people hereâhis counterpartâs family, his friends, Other Lloyd himselfâhad Lloyd to thank for his recovery.
âI⌠I donât know what to sayâŚâ
Koko smiled and squeezed his hand one more time before letting go. âThen donât say anything, and just let me show my appreciation.â Slowly, she opened her arms. âMay I?â
He nodded and was immediately enveloped in a warm hug. He let himself relax into it as he returned the gesture, and he felt warmth and gratitude spread through him from the inside also.
âThank you.â
They sat there for several seconds before Koko pulled away, a thoughtful look on her face. âDo you have any way to go home? Iâm sure your family is worried sick about you too.â
Lloyd hung his head dejectedly. âThereâs the Realm Crystal, but I donât even know if I can go home⌠Even if my body somehow isnât dead over there, I wouldnât know how to leave this one.â
Just then, the medic came out of the radiology room and began heading their way. The orange-haired woman patted his shoulder and stood from the bed. âWeâll continue this conversation later. After all, we havenât addressed the whole Green Ninja thing yet.â His counterpartâs nervous anxiety settled in the pit of his stomach as she left the room, and he could only hope for Other Lloydâs sake that the conversation would go well.
The medic came over and helped him off the bed, handing him a pair of crutches to help him walk. They made their way to the side room and another medic assisted him onto the exam table, fitting him with a radiation-protectant apron while a doctor adjusted the x-ray machine. After listening to an explanation of the process, Lloyd was left there to sit as the machine took its pictures.
At some point during the procedure, Cole entered the medbay with a very irate Ghost Ninja slung over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, and Lloyd could only imagine the obscenities Morro was screaming at the earth ninja. They were soon followed by Zane, a bandaged up Kai, Nya, and then finally Jay. Cole ended up plopping the wind master on a bed nearby, and then he and Zane physically restrained the man with practiced ease while a medic gathered up some small tools.
âI wish he wouldnât be so stupid about letting us help him,â Other Lloyd muttered in frustration. âWu says heâs been like that since he was a kid. Stupid âaccepting help is a sign of weaknessâ mentality.â
The blond frowned in response. If he was going to be stuck here, heâd have to learn to get used to Morro, familiar and unfamiliar traits alike, and that pride and self-reliance were unfortunately very familiar traits.
He didnât want to think about staying, but without a way to split themselves there wasnât really any other choice. He couldnât just selfishly steal Other Lloyd away from his mom.
âŚthough that didnât mean he couldnât visit his own world sometimes, right? It would definitely freak everyone out the first time, but at least he would get to see his family again. Maybe he could convince them to visit here every once in a while when they werenât too busy.
He was brought out of his thoughts by the machine finishing its job, and soon the doctor came out to explain the results.
The good news was that there were no breaks or fractures. Unfortunately, it was still a pretty bad sprain and he would need to wear a boot for a while. His counterpart expressed relief at the injury not being any worse, which he fully agreed with.
He was helped back to his bed in the medbay so a medic could wrap his ankle. Morro ended up being on the bed right next to his and was currently pouting, grumbling under his breath while a terrified medic sewed up a pretty nasty gash on his upper arm.
âSo much for being the role model.â
The comment caused Lloyd to turn his attention to the man. With the ninja mask on, his piercing gray-green eyes were like daggers, and he couldnât help but feel pity for the man treating him.
Seeing his gaze, Morroâs fury shifted and snapped to him. âWhatâre you looking at?â
His expression turned sheepish as he averted his eyes, smoothing out a random wrinkle on his pants as a distraction while his own medic applied a compression bandage. âOh, uhh⌠nothing, he just said, âso much for being the role model.ââ He couldnât bring himself to look back at Morro. Being a middleman was awkward enough without having to deal with being stared at like a small animal being hunted as prey.
However, apparently that was a familiar phrase to Morro, because his voice softened considerably as he turned his head away. ââŚshut up, bean sprout.â
Gasps and confused hums escaped the other ninja at the use of the nickname. âWait a sec, does that mean-â
Kai nudged the blue ninja, wincing when he jostled his injury too much. âLater.â He subtly gestured to the two medics who, to their credit, were more focused on treating their patients quickly and getting away from the Ghost Ninja than listening in on conversation. âHowâs the ankle?â
âJust a sprain, nothing too serious. Itâll probably be better in a few days anyway.â The woman finished wrapping his leg and showed him how to strap on the walking boot, then quickly left to the other side of the large room. There was a period of awkward silence as Morroâs medic finished up bandaging the wound, but soon he too made his escape and the ninja were left alone.
After making sure there were no personnel lurking close enough to hear them, Zane looked at Lloyd and picked up where Jay started. âMorro called you bean sprout, but you told us you were not our Lloyd. What does that mean?â
All eyes were on him then, and he let out a deep breath. âYour Lloyd never left. He was trapped behind a weird barrier that didnât let us interact until Harumi drugged me, but heâs still in here.â
âYou were DRUGGED?!?â Kai and Morro both exclaimed at the same time, then glared at each other.
âHappens more often than youâd think.â Honestly, it was a fact of life at this point.
The wind and fire ninjas, however, did not share that sentiment. âKid, thatâs messed up.â
The conversation moved on and he explained how they met and the way their coexistence worked as best as he knew.
âSo let me get this straight. Lloyd is stuck in your head. And you, Monty, are just kinda holding his body for him because he needed extra time to recover or something?â Lloyd nodded and Nya blew out a whistle. âThatâs⌠wow. Can he hear us?â
Pausing to give his counterpart time to respond, he nodded again. âHe says he can, and that itâs really weird âcause itâs kinda like heâs watching real life happen on TV.â
Hesitantly, Jay spoke up while fiddling with the ends of his obi belt. ââŚwhat does he think about this whole thing?â
He was silent, letting Other Lloyd gather his thoughts. âI guess at first I was confused and kinda thought it was a dream? Someone else was living as me and I didnât have to worry about the city for a bit. But then when we finally met face-to-face⌠I dunno, the novelty had worn off I guess and I was just upset and thought you were lying about everything.â A myriad of emotions rolled through him as he relayed the words. âI know itâs not your fault, and Iâll be patient until we get things figured out, but I do hope we can get you home soon.â
âWeâll find a way, I promise. Even if I have to somehow pay another visit to the First Spinjitzu Master, Iâm going to make things right.â Lloyd yawned, exhaustion suddenly crashing over him like a wave. âBut right now, I just want to go crash in bed for a day or two.â
Several others echoed their agreement, and equipped with the walking boot and crutches, Lloyd made his way with the others to the exit.
Chapter 13
Chapter Summary
One more conversation and life afterwards.
It took a little bit of time to figure out how to get outside, but eventually they ran into Koko who led them back to the beach. As everyone headed to the Lightning Jet and Water Strider, Morro briefly stopped Lloyd before he could decide who to go with. âYouâre riding with me. We need to talk.â
âHuh?â While he knew this Morro was not the same person as the one that had possessed him, he still couldnât get himself to feel comfortable spending one-on-one time with him. Kai had also stopped nearby, watching them, and Lloyd remembered what he had said earlier about having to ride with Koko. âOh, uhh, sure, but only if Kai comes with too.â
Morro closed his eyes and sighed heavily, then glared over at the red ninja. âYouâre lucky I have room for the both of you⌠Hot sauce, I know you heard that! Youâre coming too, but youâre silent as a mouse. Got it?â
An uncharacteristic solemnity flashed over Kaiâs face as he hummed in agreement. When Morro turned away to lead the way to his jet, Lloyd leaned over to Kai with a whisper. âWhat was that about?â
Kai shrugged and started to follow the man. âI dunno, but probably something to do with his weird protective streak toward Lloyd.â
As Lloyd tried to keep pace with Kai, his doppelgänger explained. âThere was an incident when I was little, and ever since then he promised to protect me however he could. Sometimes he gets a littleâŚtoo passionate about it. Heâs a lot better about it now than he used to be, but itâs still a work in progressâŚâ
The trip to Morroâs ride was a little bit longer than to the lightning jet or the water strider since it was still parked by the crashed manta jet, and by the time they reached it Kai was practically carrying Lloyd. Loose volcanic pebbles were not an ideal surface for walking with crutches. Thankfully they ended up making it inside without more issue, and Morro took off some distance behind the others.
An awkward silence hung inside the cabin for the first couple minutes as Lloyd waited. He wasnât exactly sure what the wind master wanted to say, but he couldnât bring himself to start the conversation.
âSo,â Morro started with a deep breath. âIn your world, IâŚdied.â
Oh. This conversation.
ââŚyeah.â Lloyd felt awkward now for asking Kai to be here.
âAnd you said that I- that your Morro possessed you.â The tension was palpable as Lloyd anticipated the inevitable question. âWhy would⌠what happened between us?â
Why indeed, he thought sourly. âWe donât have the same relationship there. He was Sensei Wuâs first student from years ago, long before I was born. I didnât even know he existed until he came after me.â
He couldnât see Morroâs face, but the scoff that followed was bitter. âFigures. Typical Wu.â
âHeâŚpicked me for a couple reasons. The first was because he was looking for the Realm Crystal, and only a spinjitzu master can access the tomb of the First Spinjitzu Master where it was hidden.â Lloyd hesitated, trying to push back the unbidden thoughts that were surfacing; he could almost hear the ghost mocking and taunting at his weaknesses. âThe second wasâŚbecause of my title. He trained believing that he would be the Green Ninja, only to be rejected by the Golden Weapons. He ran away and ended up in the Cursed Realm, and when he escaped he found out about me.â
It was quiet for several moments before Morro swore. âYour world sounds all kinds of messed up.â
âYeah, kinda.â He let out a humorless snort and looked outside. The bright lights of Ninjago City in the distance contrasted harshly against the dark of the night sky, and it made him miss the clear view of the stars they had at the monastery. ââŚanything else you want to know?â
âI just wanted to see ifâŚâ Morro sighed, hands clenching the steering wheel tightly. âI donât want to ever hurt Lloyd like that. Weâve had some rough patches, yeahâwho hasnât?âbut⌠I canât get it out of my head that one day, I could go too far or say too much and become someone like that. Like him.â His voice trailed off and he cleared his throat. âYesterday, when we got back to the apartment⌠I never want to see that face looking at me again.â
âMorro⌠I never knewâŚâ
Lloyd was surprised. If not even his counterpart knew this information⌠âWhy are you trusting me with this?â
âBecause you two are connected, and that means youâre included in that now.â The man gave an amused hum and shook his head. âBelieve it or not, I actually enjoy hanging out with my nerdy baby cousin, and⌠well, someone has to start undoing what the other me did.â
âBut back at the warehouse⌠Youâre just okay with me now?â
Morro scoffed again, though this time it was much less harsh. âDonât mistake this for acceptance. I will never be okay with yourâŚsituation. But I do know how to make the best of a bad hand.â They were getting near the city now and the wind master began a course farther inland. âConsider this a conditional olive branch. You work on finding a way to get back home, and Iâll work on not killing you. Deal?â
That was a very Morro way of saying heâll be nicer, but Lloyd understood the weight behind it. âDeal.â
The man was willing to give him a chance. The least he could do was show the same trust in return.
An air of relief flooded the cockpit, as if a weight that Lloyd didnât know existed had been lifted. He watched as the coastline passed below them, sand abruptly ending where the city began.
âOne of you will have to call Koko to come and pick you guys up. I am not shoving both of you on my bike.â
The blond blinked and then groaned. âItâll have to be Kai. Harumi kinda did something with my phone and then smashed it.â He turned to look behind him, where the red ninja sat wearing a pair of earbuds and bobbing his head to whatever music he was listening to.
He heard Morro hit a switch that caused a little red light to flash onto Kaiâs face, and the brunet removed one earbud with a questioning look as the wind master spoke. âKai, youâre free from muteland. Call Koko and let her know sheâll have to come get you guys. She knows where my hangar is.â
Flashing a cheesy smile, Kai gave an exaggerated salute before pulling out his phone. âAye aye, captain!â
The flight ended without much fanfare. Kai got ahold of Lloydâs mom and received an estimated time of arrival from her, then made light conversation with the two until they landed. Morro kept them company until Koko arrived with Nya, and then they all went their separate ways.
After dropping the siblings off at their home, the car ride home was mostly silent, though as they turned into the parking garage of their apartment Koko spoke up. âI managed to convince Garmadon into letting me borrow the Realm Crystal.â Lloydâs eyes grew wide as his attention snapped to her, his heartbeat quickening with excitement. âYouâre going to get some sleep first, obviously, but we can try visiting your world whenever youâre ready.â
So many thoughts began rushing through his head. How would the others react? What if time worked differently here and everyone back home was old and gray by the time he got there? Would the Realm Crystal even take him to a parallel realm? He shoved his racing mind aside and focused on what she was asking first. âWow, um... I didn't expect this so soon. Do I, uh, have to give an answer now? I'm not sure I am ready yet...â
A soft smile crossed Kokoâs face as she nodded her head. âOf course not. Get some rest and we'll talk about it more in the morning.â She parked the car and helped Lloyd out, and together they carefully made their way up the elevator to their apartment.
Once inside, Lloyd felt the full weight of the night drop onto him like a bag of bricks. He hadn't heard anything from his counterpart in a while and wondered if he had already fallen asleep.
Lucky.
Koko gave him a quick kiss on the forehead and a good night wish before disappearing into her own bedroom. He followed her example and retreated to his room, and being too tired to climb up into his bed with an injured ankle, he dropped himself into the large beanbag chair in the corner.
He fell asleep near instantly.
- - - - -
Unfortunately, Lloyd's ankle decided to answer Koko's question for him, somehow managing to hurt worse than it had the day before. Both he and Koko decided it would be best to wait until the injury was healed more before doing any sort of realm travel. This gave him a whole lot of time to kill, and Other Lloyd made sure he used it well. They practiced that awkward middleman communication until it was no longer awkward; he triedâand failedâto learn how to do well in school for his counterpart, which he hated every second of (because no matter what Other Lloyd said, letters do not belong in math, thank you very much); Morro even came over a few times for some impromptu exposure therapy.
Before he knew it, a week had passed and his ankle was feeling well enough to walk on. Currently he was standing in the middle of their kitchen with Koko and Morro, who had been invited along by request of his counterpart. Koko handed him the Realm Crystal, and suddenly he felt very self-conscious. âYou both ready? I, uh, donât know exactly how to direct where we come out atâŚâ
Koko put a hand on his shoulder in reassurance. âIf we get lost, weâll find our way back together. Right, Morro?â
âDonât worry, kid.â His counterpartâs cousin moved to his other side and nodded. âWeâve got your back.â
âAnd for what itâs worth, Iâm here too.â
Taking a deep breath, Lloyd held the crystal in both hands and envisioned the Monastery of Spinjitzu in his mindâs eye, then held the crystal out in front of him where a portal formed. âHere goes nothingâŚâ With the two family members at his sides, he stepped through the vortex and hoped for the best.
What he saw on the other side, however, was not the monastery. They had ended up in a hospital room that was currently occupied by a pale figure in a bed and two people sharing a couch in the corner. At the sudden intrusion, the two jerked their heads up and one of them jumped out of his seat into a fighting stance before the room suddenly erupted with voices.
âLloyd?!?â
âKai!!! Nya!!!â
As the portal closed behind him, Lloyd rushed over and practically tackled Kai with a hug as tears started welling up in his eyes. âI missed you guys so much!â
The brunet, on the other hand, was desperately trying to push himself out of the embrace. âOkay, who are you and why do you look like Lloyd?â Nya was also standing at this point, but Lloyd wanted to stay put for a few more moments before he started explaining.
âWhat are you doing here??? Youâre supposed to be dead!!!â
Okay, maybe he wouldnât.
âNo, wait! Stop! Heâs not our Morro!â He extracted himself from Kai and moved between Nya, who already had water gathered around her fists, and Morro, who had stepped into a defensive position in front of Koko. âPlease Nya, give me a chance to explain first?â
She hesitantly looked between Morro and Lloyd, in which time Koko used to step forward next to Lloyd. âI apologize for the intrusion, but weâre here for a very specific purpose. Could we have a moment of your time?â
The siblings glanced at each other, having a silent conversation before Kai relaxed his stance and crossed his arms. Nya, more tentative, eventually mimicked her brother and held up her forefinger toward Lloyd. âYou have one minute.â
And so, Lloyd spent the next sixty seconds explaining a truncated version of everything from his meeting with the First Spinjitzu Master to the talk with Koko after the fight with Harumi.
âThat does sound like the kind of trouble Lloyd would get into⌠But how do we know youâre who you say you are? Because from our perspective, Lloyd is right there.â
At Kaiâs words he turned toward the bed, finally getting a good look at the figure on it and almost doing a double take. Lying still against the white hospital sheets was his own body, hooked up to a ventilator and at least a dozen other wires and tubes. He briefly winced before turning back to the two. âKai, remember when you saved me from that underground river? And how you wouldnât leave my side for like a month after the, uhâŚStiix event?â He then turned toward his sister. âAnd Nya, remember all those nights we trained together in the Resistance, after I lost my element and we lost the other guys? You never gave up on me, even when I gave up on myself.â
Kai and Nya were silent for several moments until finally Kai shook his head. âThis is crazy. What is our life?â He looked back and forth between the two blonds several times in disbelief. âYou're really our Lloyd?â
Lloyd couldn't help but snort. âIf I'm not, then my grandfather has a lot of explaining to do.â Out of morbid curiosity, he stepped closer to the hospital bed to get a better look at...well, himself. Blond hair lied neatly against the pale forehead, while different tubes ran through his mouth and nostrils to various accompanying medical devices and an IV line connected to his upper right arm.
He looked almostâŚpeaceful.
On the other side of the bed, Morro stared at the bedridden body before looking back at Lloyd. âYou two really do look identical...â
Absentmindedly nodding, Lloyd watched the artificial rise and fall of his own chest as the ventilator did its job, when a question popped into his mind. âWait, so I didn't actually die?â
âOh, you definitely did. We're pretty sure your heart had stopped before we pulled you out of the rubble, but your element decided to kick in and restart it.â The brunet reached over and ruffled through his hair. âGuess we know why now.â
Frowning, Lloyd brought a hand up and lit it with green energy. âBut I have it right here...â
The next second, a faint green light appeared over the unconscious body's heart, gently pulsing like a beacon. The green in his hand shifted to match the same frequency and his counterpart gasped, feelings of excitement and anticipation filling his chest. âCould this mean...?â
âOnly one way to find out.â He carefully put his hand over his body's heart and watched as the light grew brighter and brighter, eventually washing out his surroundings and obscuring his vision.
The light slowly changed from green to a soft white, and suddenly he found himself in an empty void with Other Lloyd as an ethereal voice began to speak.
âSons of Garmadon. My grandsons. Death came for each of you separately, and yet despite all odds, together you have lived. Lloyd of the monastery and Master of Life, your increased proficiency with your element allowed it to unlock the healing characteristics of that for which your element is so named, preserving your bodies. Lloyd of the city and Master of Green, your mental acuity and fortitude in the face of great trials became a pillar of support for a weary soul, anchoring your minds.â
âBut, I didn't even do anything...â Other Lloyd said as he stared at the ground, fidgeting with his fingers nervously.
The First Spinjitzu Master chuckled softly. âThe expectation of living the rest of one's life in an unfamiliar world is not a pleasant feeling. Without prompting, you selflessly took up the burden of preparing him for success in that possibility. So yes, you did indeed âdo anything.ââ His voice paused briefly before resuming, a pleased warmth emanating from it. âYou both have done well. I am proud to call you my grandchildren.â
The white around them began fading to black and Lloyd scrambled to ask a question. âWait! What happens next?"
A spark of amusement laced the voice as it echoed and faded into the distance.
âI will leave that for you to decide.â
- - - - -
The first thing Lloyd noticed was the heavy weight of exhaustion that spread through his entire body. Whatever he had felt waking up from the coma before was nothing compared to this. But the second thing he noticed as his eyes fluttered open was the fact that he was no longer in Other Lloyd's body.
âIt..worked. I can't believe it actually worked! Mom, Morro, I'm back! He did it!!â His counterpart's excited voice bounced around the small room and he tried to do the same before stumbling and nearly crashing headfirst into Koko. âOh, ow. I was not expecting my ankle to hurt this badly...â Lloyd tried to laugh, but with the ventilator tube down his throat he was unable to make a sound. Still, he gave a small smile and watched as his counterpart's family held their Lloyd tight.
In the meantime, Nya and Kai had gotten closer to his bedside and he moved his eyes over to get a good look at them. Nya already had tears rolling down her cheeks as she carefully squeezed his hand. âYou're really alive...â Kai took a quick look at his sister and back at Lloyd then quickly ran out of the room, cell phone in hand. Within minutes, the rest of the team was crowding the room and bombarding him and the Other Ninjago family with questions. Even Master Wu and Misako had come, and he did his best to answer questions around all the hugs with the little mobility he had in his neck and head.
Eventually a doctor came in and kicked them all out of the room for overwhelming the patient, but as more medical personnel arrived and began working, Lloyd couldn't get rid of the teary smile on his face even if he wanted to.
He was home.
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A cloaked woman quietly crept through the streets of nighttime Ninjago City. Carefully picking her way over uneven cobblestones, she soon entered a ruined cathedral, a victim of so many Garmadon attacks that it was deemed irreparable and now had been left to crumble. The light of the moon guided her way through dilapidated halls and ornate rooms with partial roof cover until she stopped inside a small side room and pushed the singular chair on its side, which opened up a hidden cellar door underneath. The steep stairs down were rather musty and the sound of the door slamming shut above her reverberated loudly throughout the stone passageway, but she confidently continued down until she reached a wooden door with a speakeasy window. After a quick succession of knocks, the window slid open and a deep voice spoke.
âThe Elements lie cold and dormant.â
âMay we return them to the world of the living.â
The voice grunted in approval and the door creaked open. As she walked through, a tall, stoic man nodded at her before closing the door and latching it again. âYou returned ahead of schedule.â
âItâs done and thatâs what matters. If I ever have to play act allegiance to a child again, someone is getting strangled.â
A few beats of silence passed before the bass voice spoke again. âWhere isâŚâ
âThe ninja got him,â she bit out annoyedly. âAnd before you ask more, let me remind you that your job is to guard the door, not judge my mission results.â She pulled back her hood, revealing long black hair and pale skin. âIâm back, the mission is finished, and thatâs all you need to know.â
Closing his eyes, the man briefly bowed his head in apology. âPardon my inquiry; I did not mean to offend. I wish you a successful report.â
âWhatever.â
Removing her cloak fully, she made her way out of the small entry room and into a large open cavern. It had originally been furnished as a disaster shelter up until the building was abandoned, leaving the facilities to be looted and stripped bare. Now, it was connected to a wider network of tunnels underneath the city and was used as a general common room for casual and formal organization meetings.
âHeeeeeey, lookie here! Itâs âUltra Violet~â!â
A lanky man intercepted her and casually threw an arm around her shoulders, pulling her in and taking a swig from a glass bottle before offering it to her. âWe missed ya âround here! Make any new friends while you were gone?â
The woman scowled and hissed at him. âShut it, Cyrus. It was just a job and you know it.â She shoved the man off of her and pulled a dagger on him. âAnd keep your booze to yourself. Some of us have more important things to do.â
Cyrus backed away with his arms raised, bottle still clenched in one hand. âI get it, Iâm going. Sheesh, no need to get all stabby over it.â
When he made no further attempt to approach her, she re-sheathed the blade and warily glanced around the room. âNow if youâll excuse me, I have a report to give. Where is he?â
Another man, a younger-looking one, pointed to a set of stairs. âHeâs been in the spire a lot lately. You might start there.â
The inebriated man nodded in agreement. âYeah, he keeps sayinâ something about how he can feel the time getting near or some garbage like that. No clue what heâs on about, âcause weâre still just waiting around doing nothinâ.â
She scoffed at his impatience. âEnjoy it while it lasts. I have a feeling things will get pretty busy around here soon.â Rolling her eyes when Cyrusâs face lit up at the news, she turned to the younger man. âSpyder, send out a notice for me. He may call for a meeting tonight, and you know how he hates stragglers.â
He obediently pulled out a cell phone and began tapping out a message, a look of surprise on his face. âDid the mission really go that well?â
âWeâll find out.â Turning to walk away, she stopped with an afterthought. âOh, and Spyder? Get Mr. Tipsy out of here.â
She left the underground chamber and climbed the wooden spiral stairs to the top of the tower where a broad-shouldered man stood facing a narrow window. Before she could announce her presence, he spoke before turning toward her. âThe wolf returns early. Did our little flock go up in flames so quickly?â
Nodding, the woman briefly studied his face. The moonlight filtering through the glass highlighted his graying facial hair while also accentuating his chiseled cheekbones and deep dark eyes, and though he wore a hood over his hair, a metallic headband could be seen covering the majority of his forehead. âThe girl became too unstable and got too close to summoning the Oni, so I had to tip Garmadon off and lead the project to an early end. Ghoultar went and got himself captured with the rest of the rabble, but heâs smart. They wonât get anything out of him.â She reached into a pouch that hung from her belt and pulled out a small black handheld device. âIt wasnât a complete failure though. Harumi managed to clone the data from Lloyd Garmadonâs phone.â A scoff left her lips as she handed the device to her superior. âApparently the kid is the Green Ninja.â
His eyes widened slightly as he took it and began examining the information. The small room was silent for a couple minutes until the man suddenly barked out a laugh. âOur preparations have not been in vain. It seems the master of wind is once again within our grasp.â He smiled widely and handed the woman a roll of paper. âGood work, Bansha. I trust you will use your new position well.â
Bansha accepted the scroll and bowed before leaving the tower. The man chuckled to himself as he reviewed one specific contact from the device. âMorro Wu. I almost feel sorry for your old man.â Picking up a bow that was leaned against the wall, he lit an arrow tip with green fire and let it fly through the open window, watching it arc over the city before disappearing into the distance.
It was time to put the remaining pieces into play.
âAfter all these years, I will finally claim whatâs rightfully mine.â
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