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    This story takes place in the months before The Indestructibles: Book 1, prior to Kate Miller, the Dancer, joining the Indestructibles.


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


          I need to be better than this, Kate Miller thought after she careened off a fire escape and into an open dumpster.


          Everything hurt. She'd clanged her way down from the rooftop, delaying her fall by grabbing, and then losing her grip on, the railings of several levels of fire escapes. The blood on the palms of her gloved hands hadn't helped. Still, she got lucky. She'd hit the dumpster gentler than she would have if she'd fallen from the top of the four-story brownstone without crashing into anything on the way down.


          Her ribs, hip, and ringing head hadn't appreciated those collisions, though.


          Kate heard a moan from outside the dumpster, a man's voice. She crawled out slowly, favoring her left arm (she'd felt something twinge sharply in her shoulder after the first rung of a fire escape). Grease from last week’s food and slippery, unidentifiable foodstuff stuck to her, reeking of that familiar stench of city alleyways.


    Her opponent lay on the pavement, barely moving. He hadn't been lucky enough to land in a dumpster of his own.


          Kate leaned back, her gasps ragged. She fought waves of nausea and her head continued to throb.


          I am better than this, she thought.


     


    * * *


     


          The voice of the dance instructor lacerated her for each perceived imperfection. Kate felt the gravity of her limbs, the power in her own back and legs — small pains in her toes. And then, a clumsy partner with his hands placed awkwardly on her hips. Heard the strains of Tchaikovsky. Winced at the pinching Pointe shoes. Was enveloped by the stench of sweat and sadness.


          Her mother and father clapped from ten rows back. The odor of hot burning light bulbs permeated the air. A smell of chalk filled the space. Her space. More classical music played. More shouting. More angry whispers. You need to be perfect. You need to be better than this.


     


    * * *


     


          Kate shook her head, cleared the cobwebs. Must've hit my skull hard enough to cause a concussion, she thought. Stay awake. Stay awake. Stay awake.


          The man on the ground moaned, still.


          Do I call the police? What do I say? I was running around in a hand-made mask on the rooftops and caught him leaving an old woman's apartment? I found her with a bleeding wound on her head and saw him scurrying away with a bag full of jewelry from the 1940's? That I pushed him off a roof?


          I didn't really push him, Kate thought. Well, not exactly anyway.


          She'd been patrolling the rooftops of the City for weeks, learning the best routes, where the easiest places were to jump from building to building, where the crimes she could stop — muggings, robberies, assaults — happened. Trying to make a difference. Trying to make a name for herself.


          No, not quite trying to make a name for herself. But doing so nonetheless. They were calling her the Dancer, now, the strange rooftop hero who moved like a ballerina and hit like a mixed martial artists fighter. No one was afraid of her, not yet, but her reputation was beginning to grow, and if they weren't afraid of her, the criminal element was, at least, beginning to not want to have to fight her. She was a nuisance, but one better avoided than not.


          And they'd been mostly cowards so far, these men she'd encountered. All men — at least thus far — quick to laugh at the girl in the mask, quick to run when they realized she could put up a fight, and that she certainly intended to. Some had managed a decent struggle once she had them cornered. But none had her training and none her resolve. She'd taken a few good hits, split her lip twice. One mugger held a knife she hadn't noticed earlier and got in a good cut along her ribs. S continued to berate herself for not being more cautious. Be better. Know your enemy, know what they have at hand.


          The ones with guns were easier almost. They drew the weapon quickly on their intended victims and Kate was able to disarm them before they knew she was there. Those fights had been scariest — what if she wasn't fast enough, what if they saw her, what if they pulled the trigger — but once that weapon was out of their hands, those criminals ran the fastest. She'd even begun to watch how armed men carried themselves and started to look for how they distributed their weight, how their jackets or pants fit to hint at a hidden weapon.


          She observed none of these things when she saw this man leaving the woman's apartment through a third floor window, though. Simply an ordinary man, of ordinary height, with nothing but ordinary features, leaving in a most unordinary way.


          Kate wanted to chase him immediately, but she knew she had to check the apartment for victims, first. She discovered the old woman crumpled on the kitchen floor, the perpetrator's makeshift weapon, an empty flower vase, smashed to pieces on the linoleum beside her. To make sure the woman was breathing, Kate checked quickly for a pulse, then dialed 911 on a decrepit landline, left the phone ringing and scampered back out the window, after the thief.


          She spied him making his way across the rooftop, skillfully — no, not quite skillfully, Kate remembered, but practiced, as if he knew the neighborhood well — finding the best place to cross over to the adjacent brick building. She ran after him, silently, with only her own heartbeat and the soft padding of her footsteps across the gravel roof giving her away.


          Kate sailed from one building to the other, her legs outstretched as if in Grand Jeté — airborne and graceful.


          The thief heard her land and turned. He coughed out a laugh.


          `"You gotta be kidding me. Go home, kid," he said. "You're missing your pajama party."


          But, Kate didn't respond. Rather, she hunched into a fighting stance and moved toward him.


          "Oh come on," the thief said.


          But then Kate threw a spinning kick at him, and he blocked it with the meat of both forearms and knocked her back a step.     He answered her with a kick of his own that she should have seen coming. Kate, shocked to have someone standing up against her, froze momentarily, then grunted in anger before she landed forcefully on her backside on the stone rooftop.


          You're an idiot, she thought. You think you're the only one in the entire City who learned muay thai?


          Kate jumped to her feet and readied herself again. The thief's weary expression told her he just wanted to be on his way.


          "Why?" Kate asked.


          "Why what?"


          "Why hurt her?"


          "She got in the way," the thief said. "I'm just trying to make a living, kid."


          They circled each other like boxers, trading quick jabs as they spoke. In the distance, Kate heard sirens grow closer.


          "She was barely breathing," Kate said. Then threw a right cross at the thief's face. He deflected most of the blow, but took a glancing shot to the jaw.


          "What are you?" the thief asked. "Some rich kid who thinks money lets you dress up and go save the world? Why don't you put some of that wasted energy into shelters or something like that instead? Stop getting in the way of us folks just trying to scrape by—"


          "—by bashing little old ladies in the skull," Kate said.


          "You'd rather I bash yours?" the thief said, throwing a quick jab she wasn't quite able to dodge. Light blossomed behind her eyes when his fist connected with her cheekbone. Still, this brought him in closer, and Kate rammed a knee into his solar plexus. She felt the whistle of his breath on her face as he exhaled.


          He was far from finished, though.


          I've underestimated him, Kate thought, angry with herself.


          The thief glanced at her, ready for more; he seemed frustrated, not worried.


          He threw a spinning kick, which Kate bounced back from, but then launched into a flurry of punches that she had trouble deflecting. The thief kept her on her heels, on the defensive, unable to find an in to win the fight.


          Stop boxing, she thought. Think of something else.


          And so, she leaned back, grabbed his arm in hers, and boxed his ear with a free hand, once, twice — three times, hoping it hurt, hoping he felt the punches in the depths of his brain.


          The thief held on, using Kate's own mass against her.


          This is ridiculous, she thought, but then his hand found her hair, the tight bun she kept it pulled back into, and soon they were on the ground, punching, kneeing each other, the thief's hands grabbing at her face while she dug her elbows into any soft spot she could locate.


          And a moment later, they rolled over the edge of the rooftop.


          Kate felt the world open up beneath her, a trap door into empty air, and they fell, still entangled. Her body slammed into the railing of the fire escape, and she tried to hang on, but the weight of the thief pulled on her, his grip strong on her makeshift costume.


          She lost her hold. They fell again.


          Kate heard his body hit the next level of the fire escape before hers, heard the wet thump of bone on metal; his hands no longer clung to her clothing. She clanged into the iron railing in three different and painful ways — elbow, hipbone, then the blinding thump of her own head, and soon, she couldn't hang on at all. I'm going to be a mess if I survive this, she thought, thinking of the purple and ugly bruises she'd be covered in tomorrow . . .


          She almost held on to the rail below her. Almost. But the blood on her hands — where did this come from? Is this mine? Is it his? — made her grip slick and useless.


          And then, impact.


     


    * * *


     


          Sirens screamed a block away, where she'd left the old woman. Her time spent patrolling the City at night had taught her to distinguish the difference between sirens — police, fire, ambulance — the songs of the night and of the scared. She looked at the motionless body of the thief. I could leave him here, she thought. Would anyone care? He deserves it. He deserves what he got, for attacking that poor woman.


          But would anyone miss him?


          She rolled him over with her foot. His face was covered in blood, his arm bent at an unnatural angle.


          Kate looked up at the rooftop, four stories above them.


          Who would miss me? she thought. No one would ever look for her. What would they say? Would they call her doctor? Her boxing teacher? Would they even know her name, if she died here in the street?


          She glanced towards the exit of the alley they stood in, fifty feet of grime and garbage between them and the nearest streetlight.


          Kate grabbed the thief's leg and pulled. Yet, it was her own body that protested and pain flared behind her eyes. She emitted a small gasping noise, then choked the rest down. No. You will not complain. You will not cry out.


          Rain started to fall.


          Kate blinked away droplets on her eyelashes and continued to pull.


          She dragged him to the street, left his unmoving body under a halogen streetlight. I won't leave you to die, she thought, but this is as far as I'll take you.


          Kate hobbled away, abandoning the prone and broken thief to whoever might come across him. Maybe one of the emergency vehicle drivers would see him lying on the sidewalk. Maybe no one at all. And then, she told herself she didn't care.


     


    * * *


     


          Two blocks away, Kate knew she could go no farther. Her ears rang. Legs wobbled. Her breath came in rough gasps.


          She glanced around. A bodega, an apartment building, a darkened barbershop.


          I need to get back up onto the rooftops, Kate thought. I'm walking around in a mask and head-to-toe compression material. Who's going to believe I'm just out for a walk?


          Rooftops meant jumping and climbing, though. The pounding in her head told Kate she wouldn't be jumping across any rooftops just yet.


          Moving quickly, she walked up the steps of an anonymous brick building, one without a storefront or large window. She rattled the door — a heavy block of green wood — and it opened without Kate needing to force it. She stepped into the darkened corridor and closed the door behind her. Sirens howled in the distant streets. Police, for certain. Could the lack of ambulance sounds mean the old woman had died?


          Inside the doorway, a set of wooden stairs led up to another level, and a dim corridor led further into the building on the ground floor. Kate paused, listened, then tilted her head. Somewhere inside, music played. Samuel Barber's "Adagio for Strings", a song she danced to what felt like a lifetime ago, during a time when she let herself dance. She crept inside, and tried to keep her breathing silent, her footfalls soft.


     


    (A link to Leonard Bernstein's interpretation of this piece: https://youtu.be/50WIs0Rbm9Q)


     


          She heard something else, too. The distinct sound of ballet slippers against a wooden floor. Someone dancing.


          Kate's eyes had trouble adjusting to the dark. In the blackness, memories bubbled up. Old instructors cursing, pushing her. Her father trying to offer comfort that Kate didn't want. Telling her she needn't be perfect. Still, Kate knew she had to be perfect. If she'd been perfect, none of the terrible things in her life would have happened. Would they? She leaned against the wall and another wave of dizziness crashed over her. She spied a handwritten sign taped there, an arrow in black marker and the word "Studio." Was this place too new to have a proper sign? Or was this studio much too close to going out of business to buy a sign?


          Kate followed the arrow.


          The door to the studio was open, a large, vacant space, barre and mirror along one wall. A single dancer practiced. A girl, young — not that much younger than me, Kate had to remind herself, though she felt decades older than the lithe figure moving delicately through the center of the room. The dancer was engulfed in the music, her body a part of the notes as they rose and fell. Kate stared at the limbs of the dancer, the way they moved, and remembered how those steps once felt in her own body before the car crash that took her parents' lives and her ballet career away.


          I thought it was so hard, she thought, watching the younger dancer move. It was hard. But it was joy as well. Not this grim work I do now. I never knew how happy I was until it was over.


          Kate felt another wave of dizziness, and dug her fingers into the stucco wall for support. Her legs fluid and untrustworthy beneath her. And soon, she felt nothing.


     


    * * *


     


          A different instructor's voice, telling her to block, to protect her face, to jab, to find the weak points. This was an art as well, the art of combat, the dance of battle. Her body aching and bruised, her knuckles swollen, the thick and distant pain of a black eye.


          The music was only in her head, here. She listened to tune out the sounds of crashing cars and bullets.


     


    * * *


     


          Kate woke up propped against the wall of the studio, the young dancer sat lotus-style across from her.


          "You're her, aren't you?" the dancer said, handing a plastic water bottle to Kate.


          She took it and drank slowly, her stomach warning her not to gulp too fast.


          "I don't know what you mean," Kate said.


          "You're the woman everyone's talking about. The dancing vigilante," the girl said.


          Kate touched her face and found the mask still in place. Then grunted a noncommittal confirmation.


          The dancer smiled.


    "I knew it," she said. "What are you doing here?"


          "Had a bad night," Kate said. I fell off a four-story building, she wanted to say. "You should lock the door if you're in the studio this late. Anyone can just walk in."


          "Andrew was supposed to secure things behind him," the girl said. "Good thing he didn't, though. Otherwise, where'd you be?"


          "Probably in a deli," Kate said. She grimaced as she tried to shift her weight. “That was my next-best option.”


          "Is it true?" the dancer said.


          "What?"


          "That you're a dancer too? That's what they're saying. On the news."


          "No," Kate said. "Maybe, once. Not anymore."


          The younger girl looked disappointed.


          "What happened to you tonight?" she asked.


          "I wasn't good enough," Kate said. She squirmed to move herself into a higher sitting position. Her ribs didn't feel broken. The rest of her body was stiffening from the fall, but somehow, nothing seemed too badly damaged. Lucky, she thought. Stupid and lucky.


          "Did you save . . . whoever you were hoping to save?" the dancer asked.


          "I don't know," Kate said. I never know, do I? Not until the next day, or the next week, or whenever someone decides a mugging or murder is newsworthy enough to tell anyone about it. I'm just screaming into the wind. She turned her attention to the younger woman. "Why are you here so late?"


          "You were a dancer?"


          Kate closed her eyes, pressed her lips together and nodded.


          "Ballet," she said. "Like you."


          "Then you know why I'm here so late," the dancer said.


          "You're not good enough yet."


          "Exactly."


          We're never good enough, she wanted to say. We’ll never, ever be good enough. Kate took in the young woman's face, the lines of worry, the way her sweat plastered the stray strands of hair along her forehead. People like us are never good enough.


          "Does it make you happy?" the girl asked.


          "What?"


          "Doing what you do," the dancer said. "Does it make you happy?"


          "No," Kate said. "But it makes me feel . . ."


          "Not better," the young dancer said.


          "Nothing makes me feel better," Kate said, honestly.


          "Me either," the dancer said.


          They sat in silence together for a moment, not making eye contact, alone with their own thoughts. Kate tried to concentrate on the pain in her bones. Instead, she heard Barber’s string arrangements, the emptiness where there should have been scraping and tapping of a dancer’s shoes on the wooden floor.


          "Why do you do it?" the dancer said, breaking the quiet.


          "Because I have to," Kate said.


          She remembered watching the girl dance, watching her become one with her music, the graceful movement of limb and torso. I do it so that you can dance, and be safe, Kate thought. And I do it because I no longer feel safe, and no longer feel graceful. This is all I have. This is all that is left of me.


          "You seem very . . . alone," the girl said.


          "So do you," Kate said gesturing with her uninjured arm around the dark and empty dance studio.


          "We're all alone, when we dance," the girl said. "Aren't we?"


          "Yes," Kate said, drifting off.


          Again, they found themselves in silence, afraid to speak, no words left. Both women looked at their feet, their hands, uncomfortable with the quiet. Kate took in the lines of the younger woman’s arms, her lack of scars, a life not yet marred by tragedy.


          "You wear your hair like a ballet dancer, still," the younger girl said.


          Kate nodded.


          "On purpose?"


          Kate shrugged.


          "I don't think I know any other way," she said. "What time is it?"


          "Nearly two in the morning," the girl said.


          "Will you be okay getting home?" Kate asked.


          "I'm more worried about you," the dancer said.


          "I've made it home in worse shape than this," Kate said.


          "And I've made it home later," the younger woman said. "Doesn't this scare you? Does it ever make you think you should stop?"


          "No," Kate said.


          "Why not?"


          "Because if I keep doing this, people like you will never have to."


          The dancer studied her face for a moment. She lightly touched Kate's shoulder.


          "Can I get you a cab?"


          Kate laughed.


          "I'll be okay."


          "Stay as long as you need to," the girl said. "I'll lock the door behind me."


          The dancer stood up, stretching her legs with casual ease.


          "Thank you for this," Kate said.


          "Thank you," the girl said.


          "For what? Blacking out in your hallway?"


          "For being the Dancer," the girl said. She smiled again, and walked away, scooping up her gym bag as she left.


          Kate watched her go, listened for the door to close behind her.


     


    * * *


     


          Kate Miller took a night off.


          Maybe not the whole night, reminding herself that the mask and gear remained in the simple shoulder bag she carried. But for now, walking the streets in regular clothes, the collar of her light coat pulled up against a thin spring rain, she was just Kate Miller, a person, not the rooftop vigilante she had become.


          No reports appeared in the day's news, either about a battered thief or an unconscious old woman. The City had too much crime. There were far more terrible stories to tell that day, and those were the ones that found their way into print instead. Robbery was no different than rain. It simply happened.


          Kate waited. She let herself heal.


          And tonight, she went to see a performance.


          She'd returned to the same neighborhood, found a poster printed on cheap paper with details about where and when the ballet performance would occur. Kate bought a ticket. Just one. She was always alone these days. No time for company or friendship. But tonight, she thought, time enough for a show. A small production with up and coming performers, working hard to be perfect, because all dancers strive to be perfect. On that stage, the soloist, the young dancer, seemed so very much like Kate herself had been just a few years earlier. Before everything changed, before everything went away. Before Kate ceased to be a dancer, and became the Dancer.


          When the performance ended, Kate Miller — filled with nostalgia and melancholy — walked back out into the night. She watched the younger dancer leave, flanked on either side by her parents.  They talked about the performance; the shine of love filled their eyes.


          The life Kate lost flickered briefly before her.


          She passed by the family, kept her head down, but the dancer caught her eye and stared just a bit too long. Kate tried not to look back, but their eyes met, and the girl smiled. Recognition, admiration, Kate couldn't tell.


          Kate returned the smile, as best she could.


          Kate Miller hadn't been able to smile very well for a long, long time. Yet she did her best.


          The young woman nodded ever so slightly, before stepping out into the night and linking an arm through her father's.


          Kate watched them, then looked up into the sky. A flicker of flames glowed near the cloud line. That other girl, the one who could fly. The hero Kate had begun hearing about. It must be nice to not be ordinary, she thought. It must be nice to be indestructible.


          She made her way home, changed her clothes, and returned to the night and the light spring rain. There would always be someone to save. And there would always be a way to be better than the night before.


          Kate danced across rooftops, and thought, absently, about the things that never were to come.
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