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Teaser
Fade In:
Int.
Old Public School – Day

With a flick of one switch, the hallways and their contents became visible. Tubes of fluorescent light revealed beaux-art architecture with faded paint and rusted lockers. Some of the doors to the classrooms were broken; others were missing. Spray paint in garish colors presented messages across both walls and lockers. A few of them were even repeatable in polite society. [image: image1.jpg]



"Deja vu," muttered Robin Wood.

"Oh, right," said the young man beside him. "You used to be a public school teacher, right?"

"Principal, actually."

"Really? You're kinda young for that."

"I know," Robin said with a hint of pride.

"Now, Howard," said Giles, bringing up the rear, "you say sightings focused on two places specifically?"

"Yeah," said the young man named Mayfair. He paused to lick his lips. The breath he took shuddered some, but otherwise he retained as much composure as a twenty-year-old was wont to do. "The cafeteria and the library."

"Hmmm," said Robin, "your old stomping grounds."

Giles nodded. "Yes. From the disappearance you mentioned, I think it more than likely the Parzanee has reached its adult form. That is when this kind of demon begins feeding on humans."

Mayfair shook his head. "Demons," he breathed.

"Yep," said Robin. "Some of 'em are even red with horns. Not met any that actually use pitchforks, though."

"R'zikk demons do," muttered Giles as he pulled vials of powder from his pocket. "But then, R'zikk die if they set foot off their home mountain in Greece, so it remains an almost entirely academic point of interest." He handed Robin and Mayfair vials as well.

"Almost entirely academic?" asked Robin.

Giles paused, then decided not to pursue the matter further. "This," he indicated the vials, "is sea salt gathered on a full moon by a virgin."

"Nice to know Andrew's pulling his weight," said Robin under his breath.

"Who?" asked Mayfair.

"Never mind."

"The salt," Giles continued, "if it's poured over the Parzanee's heart crystal, it will poison its spiritual essence, killing the demon."

"You're sure? I mean it seems so..." Mayfair seemed at a loss for words.

"Oh, yes," Giles assured him. "Actually, it was a Parzanee that was my first hunt, as it were, when I initially joined the Watchers Council."

"Wow," said Mayfair. "So this is all kinda precedent-y?"

"In a way, I suppose. But the real danger is that a Parzanee demon has an ever-increasing appetite. The heart crystal, once poisoned, will kill the beast quickly. Until then, we can safely assume it is somewhere hunting."

"Safely?" Robin said in a deadpan tone.

"Well...ah. Yes. I see your point."

Mayfair piped up, filling the awkward silence. "If it's okay, I'd like to stay with Mr. Giles. Nothing against you, Mr. Wood, but he's the one who contacted me, told me all about being a Watcher and everything. No offense, but..." he looked embarrassed.

"No problem," was Wood's answer. "Stick with who you know."

"Thanks," said Mayfair with a sigh.

"In that case, let's make our way to the library," said Giles.

Cut to:
Ext.
Lake Erie Shore – Day

"Okay, I know you're from Canada and everything," began Xander, hunching against the wind, "but just how close to the Arctic Circle was your hometown?"

Rowena didn't answer for a moment, continuing to walk. Unlike her usual purposeful stride, this was more like a saunter, walking for the pleasure of walking. Xander had no trouble keeping up.

"Nova Scotia is actually in the South," she told him.

"But of Canada, right? That's kinda like saying the wetter part of the Sahara Desert."

"You didn't have to come along," the Watcher told him with a smirk.

"Well...I wanted to."

For a few beats Rowena said nothing. Then, she sat on a public bench, back to the water. Xander parked beside her. [image: image2.jpg]



"Why?" Rowena asked.

"Need a little more info to answer that one," Xander said with a curious expression.

"Why did you want to come with me?"

This time Xander paused, just long enough to shrug. "Just trying to be friendly. Get to know you and all. Although, if I'd known you actually enjoyed freezing rain..." He gave a mock shudder.

"This isn't rain. It's hardly more than mist."

"If you say so. Me, I grew up next to a desert. You?"

She gave herself a beat before answering. "There's a tiny village called Thornkirk. Fishermen mostly, including my father. Honestly..." she hesitated again "...one of the first things I can remember is the sound of thunder out at sea. And for me, anyway, salt in the air feels..." She emitted a deep sigh, thinking, but said nothing.

"Like home?" offered Xander.

"No," was her instant reply. "It feels... appropriate. It suits me."

"And so does cold rain, or mist, I guess?"

Rowena shrugged. "I don't mind cold weather. Born in Canada. Raised at a Watcher's boarding school in London – drizzle is who I am," Rowena told him, playfully bumping shoulders.

"Okay." Xander pondered this for a few moments and out of the blue said, "LaVelle."

"Excuse me?" Rowena asked in confusion.

"LaVelle."

She only stared.

"Well, since you're sharing stuff I thought I'd do the same. Fair is fair, after all." When she still looked confused, Xander smiled and continued, "LaVelle is my middle name. And I'll have you know that is a deeply guarded secret. Should I have any reason to suspect you've passed that along, the retribution will be as painful and severe as I can manage – which means I'll probably have to get Will to help out, but still, you get my drift." He nodded with as much formality he could. Out of the corner of his eye he watched her reaction.

Not so much a smile, but a relaxation spread through her face. "That hardly seems an equal trade off of secrets."

"Hey! I'll have you know I mean it! One word of this to anyone and..."

"Blanche."

"...I'll just have to get Faith and Kennedy to...to...what?"

"Blanche."

Xander blinked. "Blanche is your middle name?"

Rowena took a deep breath. "No. My first. My given name is Blanche Rowena Allister. My mother decided to name me after two maiden aunts."

"Whoa," Xander took this in. "That is heavy. So you're, like, leading a double life. Everyone at the Council is walking around calling you by the wrong name."

"I wouldn't go that far but those threats you were making about my revealing LaVelle..."

"Double time for me? Gotcha! No problem! We are as one with the embarrassment of thoughtless parental units."

"Not a word," Rowena said offering up her pinky in 'swear.'

"I hear you, my sister," Xander said locking his with hers before breaking apart.

They didn't say anything more for several more moments. After a few more seconds, they got up and continued to walk.

"So, you noticed a certain somebody having a crush on a certain Watcher?" Xander grinned.

"Oh really," Rowena said conspiratorially with a smile. "Who might that be?"

"I think Vi likes the new guy, Howard."

"Oh," Rowena answered as if not expecting that answer.

Cut to:
Int.
Public School Hallway – Moments later [image: image3.jpg]



Mayfair screamed and threw the salt. It hit the huge glowing head of the beast, went right inside its vast gaping jaws and shattered. The gleam of its eyes did not waver. Neither did the timbre of its hissing growl. It had no body, simply a gigantic head with various animal features – including scales and several long fangs – surrounded by eldritch vapor. As far as could be seen, the salt had no effect whatsoever.

"Mr. Giles?" Mayfair's voice didn't quite break.

"I told you the salt wouldn't work on the demon itself...!" The older Watcher was backing up steadily. Almost by reflex, Mayfair followed.

"What do we do now?"

"Run!"

Both men turned and ran. With another hissing roar, the Parzanee demon followed. Given that it had no legs, arms, tentacles or limbs of any kind, it had remarkable speed. Mayfair glanced behind, saw this fact, and increased his pace with a wail.

"Screaming," panted Giles, "does not help!"

"Can it hurt?" yelled Mayfair.

"Well...not as such..."

Cut to:
Int.
Public School Lunchroom – Same time

Robin Wood searched the lunchroom as fast, yet as thoroughly, as he could. The bottle of salt was in one hand, ready for use. With his other, he picked up boxes, moved chairs and opened doors. Graffiti was scrawled across nearly every wall. Several tables and chairs had been piled in one corner.

It was to that corner his attention kept going. The kitchen contained nothing but what you'd expect – from rusting cans to rat carcasses. A door to the huge refrigerator lay sprawled across the floor. Someone had wedged a student desk in the larder's door. The larder itself was empty of anything save dust.

But that corner...

After staring at it for what seemed like an eternal three or four seconds, Wood carefully placed his bottle of salt on a table. He began picking up and moving the junk that clogged this corner of the room: chairs of several kinds, a seriously dented tuba, more than one table, mildewed text books and several traffic cones in various states of disrepair.

Finally, using what was left of a flagpole – a tattered shred of the stars and stripes still dangling from one end – he pried back one whole section of the junk that had been piled there.

Underneath, he saw what appeared to be an irregular crown-shape of crystals, flickering yellow and green in a steady rhythm, like heartbeats. And the rhythm was increasing...

Cut to:
Int.
Public School Hallway – Moments later

The corridor ended in a dead end. "Damnation," muttered Giles. Instead of a door, the L-bend in the hallway led to yet another row of abandoned lockers and a shattered water fountain.

"What do we do now?" asked Mayfair, looking behind them. From around the corner they had just turned, a hissing snarl echoed in the distance. It was getting louder.

Giles pointed to the lockers. "Form a barrier! It cannot pass through anything solid."

Mayfair did as he was told. The first set of lockers did not move easily. He and Giles grabbed each side and struggled, rocking them back and forth until at last some movement began. With a high-pitched sound, the lockers moved across the floor, leaving marks against what was left of the finish. Still, they moved – neither smoothly, nor quickly, but move they did.

"These lockers," said Mayfair, "they don't reach the ceiling."

Giles didn't reply at first. All his focus was on moving the lockers. Face red, muscles tense, he paused to catch his breath once the first set of lockers had been moved. "Parzanee demons...kill with their tongues..." he nearly gasped. "If we can avoid that...it cannot hurt us." Then he motioned to the second set of lockers. "One more and the barrier should be enough."

Giles grabbed the end of the second locker set. He looked at Mayfair, whose eyes seemed fixed on the corner and the sounds coming in their direction.

"Come on!"

Mayfair snapped out of his stupor. He hurried, grabbing the other end of the lockers. His side moved more easily than Giles's did. But not of it moved quickly. The glow of the Parzanee grew closer, its growls louder every moment.

After the lockers moved no more than a foot – less than a fifth of the distance needed – it turned the corner.

Eyes aglow and mouth snapping, the Parzanee howled. [image: image4.jpg]



"Howard! Get behind the...!"

A forked tongue, about seven feet long, shot out from the demon's mouth. That tongue struck Mayfair on the shoulder. Instantly, bright light flared from his eyes and open mouth. Mayfair didn't scream. The sound he made was like some long, deep gasp – a dying moan.

He then collapsed like a doll, smoke steaming from his gaping mouth.

Cut to
Int.
Public School Lunchroom – Same time

Wood poured the salt over the pulsing cluster of crystals. Instantly, the flickering lights flared, then went out.

Cut to:
Int.
Public School Hallway – Same time

The Parzanee shivered, howled even louder than before, and then flickered out of existence with a gurgling sound.

Silence.

Giles, still gasping from his efforts to move the lockers, stepped to Mayfair's side. The still-open eyes were blank. Mist rose from his mouth. Giles instantly put his fingers against the young man's inside wrist, then the side of his neck. Then, he slumped, obviously tired as well as saddened.

He stared at Mayfair's body nearly an entire minute before reaching over to close his unseeing eyes.

Fade Out

End of Teaser
Act One
Guest Starring:
Felicia Day as Vi, Indigo as Rona, Matthew Ferguson as Howard Mayfair, Danny Masterson as Peter Owens, Mia Kirshner as Cassandra, Harris Yulin as Quentin Travers, Michelle Tractenberg as Dawn Summers and Amber Benson as Tara Maclay. 

Fade In:
Int.
Watchers Council Library – Late Afternoon

"It wasn't his fault." Robin said softly.

"Of course not!" agreed Andrew.

"But that doesn't make a lot of difference in Giles's eyes," finished Wood. "He's taking this one hard I think." [image: image5.jpg]



Around him, the others took this in. Rowena had her attention fixed on Wood, while Faith watched from across the room, her stance one of relaxed attention – crossed arms, feet wide, head tilted back. Nearby, Andrew sat with hands folded in front of his face. Xander and Kennedy were on either side of Willow. Next to Andrew sat Vi and Rona.

"You know what's really sad," Rona offered up. "Howard wasn't much older than us," she added as she looked around the room.

"How are you?" Rowena asked Vi.

"I'm okay," the Slayer nodded. Rowena raised a skeptical eyebrow. "No really," Vi went on. "Howard is…Howard was pretty cool but…he knew the risk. Just like all of us, right?"

"In keeping with what Robin said," Rowena told her. "That doesn't make it any easier, so if you need to talk to anyone Vi –."

"Seriously, I'll be okay," she said cutting her off. "But I am wondering what we're going to do about Giles. Especially with today being, you know…"

"Heckuva way to celebrate your birthday, huh?" murmured Xander. Vi nodded knowingly.

"Oh jeez!" said Kennedy. "I didn't know it was his birthday!"

"The big five-oh," Willow nodded.

"Damn," said Kennedy.

"He's never really made a big deal out of it," offered Willow.

Rona spoke up. "What about Howard's family?"

"Giles is going to see them now," Willow answered. "I offered to go, but he wanted to do it. Figured maybe this is something he needed to do so I didn't press, but maybe I should have." Willow turned to Rowena. "Should I have pressed? I'm not a press-y person but perhaps –."

"I think you did the right thing," Rowena told her before she could continue rambling. "He needs to do this himself."

The whole room seemed to shudder at that thought.

"This is just...just awful!" Andrew spurted. "Especially 'cause now Mr. Giles is gonna get all loaded up with survivor's guilt syndrome. Plus he won't come out and say much, 'cause he's so British! He'll let things simmer and simmer and simmer until...boom! He'll go pon farr. Only minus the sex stuff."

Faith rolled her eyes. "Andrew, will you just..."

"No, it's true," Andrew insisted. "Mr. Giles cares so much about everything and everyone he hides it behind a Vulcan-like mask. Behind all that stuffiness and eyeglass polishing is a great, big heart – and that heart is hurting right now. It's gonna go on hurting 'cause our fearless leader won't ask for help. He's always there for us, and it'll never even cross that big ol' mind to ask or even consider letting us be there for him!" Andrew stopped. Every single person in the room, except Rowena, was looking at him. Fidgeting over the attention, Andrew wiped away a little tear. "We must save him."

Rona and Xander looked at each other, and as if on cue, rolled their eyes.

"But," said Willow after a few moments, "Giles is strong. He can take this. Right?" She looked around at people, several of whom looked away. Then she looked at Rowena again. "Right?"

Rowena opened her mouth, but said nothing. Closing it again, her eyes blinked and she took a deep breath. "I think," she said at last, voice low, "he'll need some time alone after this one."

Kennedy spoke up when no one added more. "I think we should call Becca. Some time alone, yeah – but not too much."

"And a gaggle of well-wishers flocking all over Giles probably isn't what he'd want either right now," agreed Xander.

"No," said Rowena firmly.

"Call Becca," said Faith, nodding. "Good idea."

Everybody looked at Robin, who also nodded. "I agree." [image: image6.jpg]



"But…" Willow began as everyone looked at her. "I don't think we should just ignore the day either."

"What do you suggest – cake and ice cream and funny looking hats? I don't think it will help right now," Robin told her.

"Yeah, it won't be a balloons and streamers kinda day but we should at least do something for him. You only turn half a century old once, ya know?"

No one said anything until Rona spoke. "That's old," she drawled.

"No it's not," Rowena and Robin both answered at the same time. They then looked at each other.

"Of course they would think that," Kennedy muttered to Vi. "They're older than the rest of us."

"Hey," Rowena said putting her hands on her hips. "Robin and I are both more than a quarter of a century old, but you don't see us…boy, it really does sound old when you put it that way, doesn't it?" she asked Robin. He just grinned in response.

"Look," Willow tried to steer the conversation back on topic. "Let's do something small, just us, and we'll tell the rest of the Council the party is off for tonight. Oh! A-and we'll make sure to call Becca, tell her what's happened and see if she's got any ideas. Agreed?"

Everyone in the room nodded.

Cut to:
Int.
Mayfair Living Room – Afternoon [image: image7.jpg]



The decor was a precise blend of modern and classical. Photographs on the mantle piece included several of Howard, including a graduation picture. An eighteen-year-old version of the young man grinned out from it, donned in robes of maroon and gold. Another showed Howard posing proudly with his parents – the same parents who now sat opposite Giles. Giles, still tired-looking, sat on the sofa and made a half-hearted try at drinking tea.

"No doubt," he said, "the pathologist will give you a more detailed explanation. But I felt it my duty to personally explain what happened."

"I...appreciate that..." said Mr. Mayfair vaguely. He didn't meet Giles's eyes. In fact, Mr. Mayfair looked as if his eyes were staring at something far, far away.

"As near as I could make out," continued Giles after a few moments, "Howard must have made contact with some open source of electricity, probably wires damaged by corrosion or vandalism. The repair crews evidently hadn't gotten to that section of the building yet. I...we should not have...well, strayed into that area."

"What I don't understand," said Mrs. Mayfair, her eyes fixed on him like lasers, "is precisely what the two of you were doing there."

"Howard, he said the school was a landmark..."

"Yes," breathed Mr. Mayfair, eyes still a million miles away. "A shame to see such a fine old building just fall apart like that...a shame..." His voice trailed off.

Mrs. Mayfair's gaze never left Giles. He continued. "Your son believed I would be interested in the urban legends that had come to surround the school. He said the writing on the walls even hinted of some cult-like behavior."

"That is your area of expertise, Mr. Giles – cults?" She managed to make the word sound like a putrescent disease.

"Insofar as they pertain to religious history, yes."

"Vandalism and graffiti in an abandoned public school have something to do with the history of religions?" She wasn't even trying to hide her skepticism.

"They can." He met her gaze coolly for several seconds. "The proper authorities will investigate events, naturally. I've already given them my statement, as well as contact information. When you decide upon a time for the funeral, there is a student of mine who'd grown close with Howard..."

"Our son," interrupted Mrs. Mayfair, "will have a private funeral."

"I see."

"Good."

Cut to:
Ext.
Mayfair Family Home – Moments Later

As he left the Mayfair house, Giles kept his head down. He watched precisely where he was going and little more, simply walking in the direction of his car. There were passers-by, but he gave no acknowledgement. Eyes half closed, lips pressed together, he walked with his attention on the sidewalk before his feet.

"Mr. Giles, isn't it?"

He didn't respond. The scruffy young man picked up his pace, coming up beside him.

"Mr. Giles? You are Rupert Giles, right? I saw you come out of the Mayfair house just now..."

"Yes?" Barely looking up, Giles stopped and sighed. "May I help you?"

"Well, I was kinda hoping you would, yeah."

"And you are…?"

"Peter Owen," he said handing him a business card. "I'm with the Cleveland Public Inquirer." [image: image8.jpg]



"Oh dear..." This time his voice sounded like a groan.

"Hey, I'm not trying to get anyone in trouble – but, well, I heard Howard Mayfair got killed in an accident. Old family, father is on the Planning Commission and all that – plus the accident...it was an accident, right?"

"Yes. Yes, it was."

"Well, this accident was in a building getting renovated by the city. That's what I heard, anyway."

"How?"

"That's what I was gonna ask you..."

"No, how do you know where Howard died?"

Owens shrugged. "I got my sources. Plus – a police band radio. Basic tools of the trade. So, what happened, anyway?"

The reply he got was a long, intense stare. In fact, Giles was so still out of it, he almost looked like a wax dummy, save for the intensity of his stare. "Did you know him?" the Watcher finally asked.

"Howard? Met him a couple of times." The reporter nodded.

"I see." Giles cut him off. "This is not your concern, Mr. Owens. Any duty you might have in reporting the tragic death of this young man can go through the proper channel. Use your sources, as you call them, but look for no help from me."

"The people have a right to know everything that –."

"No, they have every right to know some things. Not everything—just some! And you yourself will enjoy zero privileges when it comes to interrogating me. Good day." Giles turned and strode away.

The reporter followed.

"Look, I know this isn't fun" he began.

"Fun? A young man died today," Giles reminded him.

"Point taken," Owens told him. "But public safety is an important issue! And when someone is a public figure, like Mr. Mayfair, well they don't get as much privacy as the rest of us. It's how it works. No one's fault. It's just the way things are." He spoke faster as Giles picked up speed. "Plus – there's a possible abuse of public trust here. I mean, c'mon – what were you doing in that old school anyway?" By now they'd reached Giles's car. The reporter did a double-take. "Whoa. Nice wheels, man."

Giles pulled open the door forcefully.

"Hey!" He had nearly hit Owens in the process. "Nice aim, fella!"

Without saying another word, Giles got into his car, slammed the door shut, started the engine and drove away, leaving behind one very annoyed-looking reporter.

Fade Out

Fade In
Int.
Watchers Council Lobby – Later

Rona and Vi both had bored expressions on their faces, until the front door opened. As Giles walked inside, they stood up. Each looked energized, even eager. And Giles, catching the tail end of this transformation, paused warily.

"Yes?" He peered at them.

"Giles," began Rona, "you're needed."

"For what, precisely?" the Watcher asked, sounding drained.

The two Slayers blinked then looked at each other. It was Vi who spoke. "Robin didn't say exactly why. Just to get you the moment you walked through the door." She smiled, looking rather pleased with herself.

But Giles barely reacted. When he did, it was with a sigh and the barest of nods. Neither seemed to take the minor scowl to heart and, with Rona on his right side and Vi on his left, they all headed for the library.

Cut To:
Int.
Watchers Council Library – Moments later

Giles entered the library to see Robin, Willow and Rowena all waiting for him. On the table beside them was a formal tea set. All three looked up as he came in, with various sizes and types of welcoming smiles. Giles knitted his brow in suspicion. Striding over to the tea set, leaving his teenaged escorts behind, he lifted the top of the teapot.

"My favorite brand," he noted. It was an accusation.

"You're welcome," said Robin.

Deliberately, Giles scanned the rest of tea set. "And cookies."

"What's wrong with cookies?" whispered Rona to Vi, who said nothing.

"It is your birthday, Mr. Giles," noted Rowena.

"Another year older and so on. Yes, thanks so much for reminding me. And how inventive, to celebrate not with a party but rather a kind of...intervention, is that the word?"

"No!" said Willow. "We just wanted...well, under the circumstances..." Her words trailed off.

Giles waited before replying. First, he looked at all five of them, and then sighed. He removed his glasses and gave them a quick wipe with his handkerchief. Glasses back on, he paused. Then opened his mouth to speak.

Through the door came Becca, still removing her coat. "Oh, you beat me back here," she said with a smile.

"Ah. Another member of the insidious conspiracy of goodwill."

"Stop that," Rowena said. "We wanted to do something for your birthday, but felt awkward. So here's what we decided on – tea the way you like it, followed by a nice dinner and we invited Becca. Simple and hopefully, pleasant. No ulterior motives."

"Very well..."

"Giles," began Robin, "if you'd rather talk – not to all of us in a group like this, but one on one, we're here."

"I can see that." A beat. "Thank you."

"Oh!" Willow took something from her pocket. "And a present. Here." She handed an envelope to Giles. Becca walked over to watch him open it with a grin on her face.

"You know what this is, don't you?" Giles accused.

"I'm not telling, so open it," was her light reply.

Inside the envelope were two tickets – ivory colored, with raised lettering. Becca smiled as Giles's eyebrows lifted. His lips even twitched into something like a smile. "The...um..." he said, "Harrington Art Auction. Preferred seating, no less."

"For two, I might add," Becca noted. "Xander, I'm told, noticed the open catalogue on your desk and Willow ordered the tickets. And I know for a fact something Xander didn't – that you've been looking forward to this for months, but chances were you would forget until after it was over."

"Well, the-there are some extraordinary works expected to be there, and of course, some even have quite interesting histories. T-They even sold an original Klimpt last year!" His voice grew more animated as he spoke, the twitch slowly became a restrained grin – Giles looked at Willow, and at Xander and Rowena, who were behind her. "Thank you."

"'Bout time," muttered Rona.

Giles even laughed at that.

Fade Out

Fade In
Ext.
Street Near Pharmacy – Later

Peter Owens was talking into his cell phone.

"Nah, but that doesn't matter. I'll just track him down later. Yes, I'm sure there's a story. Fact is, I've been doing some research on this Rupert Giles guy. I got my ways, you know that. Anyway, even at first glance, there's something weird going on. Has a rap sheet in England, turns out. Then went to Oxford, got credentials all the way up his bum, did all kinds of scholarly stuff around the world, then took a job as a public school librarian in California. I know – weird! And that's just at first glance, ya know? Wait a minute, now listen – he's in Cleveland now, right? And he's got a six-figure car! I mean it – six figures. Wanna guess how he saved up for that on a civil servant's salary? No, nothing specific, but I'll keep digging. Right. I said right, okay?"

He hung up. "Editors," he muttered. Then went inside the pharmacy.

Cut to:
Int.
Pharmacy – Same time

"Miss," the man behind the counter was saying, "just so you know, I will be closing soon."

The doe-eyed young woman with long dark hair nodded at this, but didn't look up. She just kept browsing among the painkillers.

Owens stepped up to the counter. "You got my Imitrex yet, Ernie?"

"Ah, Mr. Owens, yes, I have it right here!" A tiny package was already prepared. He got it out and put it before his customer. "That will be one hundred and forty dollars." [image: image9.jpg]



Without a word, Owens handed over his credit card, and immediately opened the package. Taking out a single small pill – pale pink and triangular, he swallowed it dry. Then he looked around the room. The doe-eyed girl was looking right at him, and her expression – curious, interest, a strong hint of flirting – certainly caught his attention. Her shapely figure also caught his eye and Owens smiled back.

"Your signature," prompted the pharmacist. Owens turned and signed the receipt, trying to sneak a peek at the girl via the oval mirror behind the pharmacist. He gave up after a second, signed his name, and then pocketed his medicine. When he turned back, the doe-eyed girl was by the door, still looking at him.

He grinned as he headed towards her.

Cut to:
Ext.
Street Outside Pharmacy- Moments later

Owens and the young lady walked together down the darkened street. Both were smiling – she in a flirtatious way, he with a pleased grin.

"So what's your name?"

"Cassandra. And I heard the clerk call you Mr. Owens."

"That's right. Pete Owens."

"I also heard you're taking Imitrex." [image: image10.jpg]



Owens sighed. "Yeah, I get these migraines. Felt one coming on. That stuff really works if you take it when the pain starts. Nips it in the bud like you wouldn't believe."

"I know!"

"You get migraines, too?"

"Terrible ones. I always have. You'd think that...but that's not important. The fact is, like you, I've taken Imitrex. That's how I recognized it." As she said this last, she stopped and looked into his eyes.

"Well," said Owens, taking a tentative step into her space, "maybe we can help each other."

"I hope so," she said enticingly.

"Yeah," he continued, voice getting low, "the trouble is, that stuff is really expensive."

"Oh, that's not the problem," Cassandra noted.

"No?"

"Getting money isn't the problem. Getting the medicine isn't either." She batted her eyes.

"It isn't?" [image: image11.jpg]



"My problem is – getting the medicine into the blood."

Pete Owens's response to that was going to be "Huh?" But even as he began, Cassandra's face shifted. Her brow furrowed, eyes changed to a feral gold, and fangs erupted from her mouth.

"What the hell?" he exclaimed as his eyes widened. Cassandra grabbed him with super-human strength and buried her fangs into his throat with a snarl as she dragged him into the nearby alley.

Fade Out

End of Act One
Act Two
Fade In:
Int.
Harrington Art House – Early evening

The art house was quite large, but seemed unusually cramped because of the low ceiling and number of exhibits displayed. Paintings upon easels, urns upon pedestals, exquisite silverwork upon tables – dozens of these dotted the space. Elegantly dressed men and women meandered through the pieces of art, pausing here and there to gaze upon particular works. Among them were a tuxedo-clad Giles and an evening gown-draped Becca.

"What do you want me to say?"

Giles and Becca both faced one painting in particular.

"That it's weird," Becca explained as she pointed.

"Very well," said Giles agreeably. "The painting, as you say, is weird."

"And funny-looking."

"Funny-looking, too." He nodded.

"And ugly."

Giles paused, even giving a smile. "Most women don't want their gentlemen to tell them lies."

"Shows how much you know. There are lies, and then there are lies."

"How so?"

"Ladies allow some lies," continued Becca with a smile, "as an essential part of elementary romantic etiquette."

"Such as?"

"Let's see…" Becca paused for a moment and then grinned, holding up a finger. " 'No sweetheart – that dress doesn't make you look fat' or 'I absolutely love your mother's cooking'."

Giles held back his laugh, not wanting to have an outburst in the quiet room of onlookers.

"As one eager to expand his knowledge of all things occult and esoteric," he paused with a teasing grin, "thank you for the lesson. However, I must respectfully decline to characterize this painting as 'ugly' – lest my aesthetic judgment be called into question elsewhere. More specifically, in my choice of feminine company."

Becca chuckled softly. "Good save," she muttered, nodding. "You're learning already."

"I'm a quick study sometimes." [image: image12.jpg]



She smiled at Giles, but then turned to the painting again. She cocked her head a little, looking at the artwork.

"But I still don't like it," she decided. Then she read the card below it. "La Nephille by Honore D'Arveau. 1928. Never heard of him."

"You did say the Symbolists weren't your favorites."

She nodded. "Well, look at this thing. What's this supposed to be? Paris in the wake of World War I?"

With a smile, Giles shook his head. "Symbolism isn't that...linear," he explained.

Becca looked at it again, cocking her head in the opposite direction as if hoping for a new perspective. Giving up, she shook her head.

"No," she said decisively. "I still like 'Dogs Playing Poker' better."

Giles let a loud chuckle escape his mouth, but he quickly quieted himself when a few heads turned in his direction. He continued to explain, putting an arm around Becca's shoulder.

"The idea is to consciously use symbols as an interpretive medium, thus creating new symbols out of old. A 'nephille', by the way, is the offspring of a union between Angel and Demon, both holy and infernal, sacred and profane."

"How very well-learned," uttered a cold voice behind them. Both Giles and Becca turned and saw an elderly woman standing there. Although her hair was white and face wrinkled, her eyes were piercing. Those eyes bored into Giles, a subtle sneer on her lips. He didn't flinch, but every trace of good humor drained from his face. "Hello, Ripper," she said.

"Mrs. Hoffman," he inclined his head slightly.

She looked him over, not unlike an aristocrat rendering judgment on a piece of not-very-high-quality horseflesh. Although she didn't sniff, she might as well have. "You clean up rather well."

"Thank you," was his cool reply.

"But then," she continued, ignoring Becca, "I'm well aware you are not without talent. Deceit, for example – your abilities in that regard were considerable even as a boy. Presumably, as a man..." She let the sentence hang. They glared at each other in a very quiet, terribly British way for several thousand milliseconds before Giles blinked. Then Mrs. Hoffman turned to Becca. "My dear, were you aware your companion had such a colorful nickname? Ripper. Sounds quite disreputable, don't you think? Brings to mind such words as 'crime' or 'dangerous.' At least it does to me. What do you think?"

"I think," said Becca coolly, "that perhaps you should properly introduce yourself before posing such personal questions."

That got a cackle from the old woman. "Oh, good. Some backbone. Well, you'll need it with the likes of him. There's little doubt of that." And with a withering stare at Giles, she wandered off.

Giles slowly turned back to the painting, his face drawn and lips thin. Becca let out a long sigh. "And who was that example of sterling humanity?"

"Emily Hoffman. One of my teachers at Oxford." He said this with no intonation at all.

"My condolences, Sweetie."

"On the contrary," Giles replied. "She has reason for her low opinion. My youth...was not a terribly mature time."

"Isn't that the whole meaning of youth?"

Giles waited. "It depends," he said at last. "Shall we stroll?" Although he had a smile on his face while saying this, Giles's face was clearly a mask.

"Rupert?"

"Truly, we only have another twenty minutes before the auction begins. I'd like you to choose a suitably lovely piece that I can buy for you."

"Well, that's all very well, but..."

"Becca," he began stubbornly, "let's enjoy this event together. Please." He didn't even look at her as he said it.

"Alright," said Becca delicately. "It's your night."

"Excellent." The relief on his face was obvious.

Fade Out

Fade In
Harrington Art House – Later that evening

"And sold – to Number Six for one thousand two hundred dollars. Congratulations, sir." The auctioneer rapped his gavel and the audience broke out in a polite, but sincere applause. Employees of the Art House tagged the little bronze centaur statue with the number six – the same number as Giles had on his bidding paddle.

Becca smiled almost shyly. "I could get used to having a rich beau," she whispered.

"Do so," Giles whispered back. His features were again relaxed. He even winked before turning to see the next item up for bid. It turned out to be the painting.

"Next," said the auctioneer smoothly, "a Symbolist oil painting from the 1920s. La Nephille by Honore D'Arveau. Mr. D'Arveau, as you may know, vanished in 1931, leaving a body of work that has only been rediscovered within the last two decades. Harrington House acquired this work from the estate of Mr. Carlo Giovanni. Let's start the bidding at five hundred."

Giles stared at the painting, his eyes drawn to the face of the winged being. For a few moments, he didn't even react to Becca's words. [image: image13.jpg]



"Excuse me?" he asked as he turned to her, realizing she said something.

"Maybe you should get that one for yourself, I said," whispered Becca.

"Ah."

"I have one thousand five hundred," said the auctioneer, "one thousand five hundred. Do I hear one thousand six?"

A paddle marked "22" was raised.

"One thousand six! Is there a one thousand seven? Anyone?"

Giles stared at who was bidding. So did Becca. Mrs. Hoffman, behind them and to their right, looked pleased. No one else had bid. It looked as if she would carry home the D'Arveau.

"One thousand seven?" repeated the Auctioneer smoothly. "Going once, going twice..."

Giles raised his paddle.

"I have one thousand seven. Does anyone wish to bid one thousand eight? I have a thousand eight," the auctioneer nodded to Mrs. Hoffman, who now glared at Giles.

"Do I have one thousand nine?" The auctioneer asked the gathering.

"Twenty five hundred," Giles said raising his paddle.

By now Mrs. Hoffman's glare had just a hint of fear. Giles stared right back. Becca looked between them, puzzled. Mrs. Hoffman raised her paddle.

"Two thousand six hundred, do I hear two thousand seven..."

Instantly Giles raised his own. "Three thousand," he offered.

A pale Mrs. Hoffman continued to stare at Giles. She ever so slightly fidgeted.

"We have three thousand. Three thousand and one?" he asked looking at Mrs. Hoffman, who simply played with the paddle. "Three thousand it is. Going once..."

Becca leaned over to Giles and whispered, "What's going on?"

"Going twice..."

He didn't answer, but continued to stare at Mrs. Hoffman.

"Sold."

Again the audience broke into applause as Mrs. Hoffman rose. Her movements appeared almost regal, but as she made her way out of the auction room, there was something unmistakably shaken about her. She didn't look back as she exited the room.

"Rupert?" Becca said as Mrs. Hoffman went out of sight. Giles turned in his seat, back towards Becca. "What was all that about?"

"That must have been the only thing she wanted," he said. His gaze was fixed on the painting he'd just bought. "How odd."

"You know what's odd?"

"Hmm?"

"The way you're acting."

"You suggested I buy the bloody thing," he noted.

"But you didn't just buy it, you kept that old woman from having it."

"In a way. Yes – I admit that is true."

"But why?"

The auctioneer was speaking. He was introducing a Japanese vase once owned by the Bartletts of New Hampshire. Giles almost seemed to be listening. But then he turned to Becca, his eyes a million miles away. They came back into focus to look at her. "I'm not entirely sure." He stole a glance at the painting he'd bought. "You know, I'd never even heard of that work until today. Or the artist."

Now Becca stared at it as well. The winged female figure in it seemed to stare back.

Fade Out

Fade In
Int.
Watchers Council Library – Later that night

"Well," Xander was saying, "apart from the whole glowing eyes, wings and, oh yeah, the horns, I'd say she's cute." He was looking at the painting Giles had brought back from the auction. It was propped up in a chair where Xander and Kennedy could see it. Giles, likewise, was staring at the painting with Becca hovering nearby. [image: image14.jpg]



"Yep. She's a dish." Kennedy agreed. "And since she's a demon, she's just your type."

"Hey," Xander replied in mock outrage. "I'll have you know I've dated some women who were not, in fact, demons of any kind."

"Name one."

"Uh...Cordelia."

"Didn't Cordelia become a demon later?"

Xander sighed. "I forgot about that."

"Sooooooo...." continued Kennedy, "name one." She smiled as she said it.

At that, Xander suddenly turned. "I'll ask Rowena out again."

Kennedy didn't quite snort. "She'll be sporting fangs and a tail inside a year I bet."

Xander avoided the remark and turned to Giles. "So what's with the painting? Don't you see enough demonic creatures during your working hours that you gotta buy pictures of them to look at for fun?"

"A Nephillim," said Giles, "is actually not a demon of any kind. It's a half-breed. Half demon, but also half angelic being."

"Talk about your mixed marriage," offered Kennedy.

"Demons aren't necessarily evil, after all," Giles added. "Nor, for that matter, are angelic beings always virtuous. Both do have free will."

"Rupert," said Becca. "I think I should be getting home."

Giles didn't quite do a double-take, but near enough. "I'll drive you."

"No, that's alright. Besides, my car is here anyway."

"You're sure?"

She nodded. "But I'd love it if you'd show me out."

With a grin he offered her his arm, and they left the room.

Xander and Kennedy were still staring at the painting. "Wonder if she's a natural redhead," pondered the Slayer as she looked at the creature. "Or if the model's still around somewhere. Maybe she has a grand-daughter?"

"Or a great-grand daughter," said Xander. "Get Willow – or maybe Rowena – to do a search about the artist. Who knows? You might get lucky. In more ways than one."

"Nah," Kennedy said patting him on the back before leaving the room. "I'll leave the demon chicks to you."

Cut to:
Int.
Slayers Training Area – Same time

Rowena was putting the crossbow bolts back inside the storage closet when she heard music coming from the new music room. Curiously she cocked her head and listened. "Not a bad take on Mozart," she muttered.

Closing the closet and locking it, she began to make her way toward the sound.

Cut to
Int.
Music Room – Same time

Willow sat at the overly large synthesizer, her fingers tickling the keys. Rowena stood in the doorway, listening with an expression of astonishment on her face, which quickly turned to admiration.

When a break in the music came, she began to applaud making Willow snap her head around to the foreign noise. Rowena walked deeper into the room and over to the obviously startled witch.

"I am thoroughly impressed – Sonata in C," Rowena nodded as she finished the journey over. "And here I was ready to compliment some young, artistic Slayer."

Willow quickly turned back around to avoid making eye contact and started to blush.

"Sorry, I didn't think anyone was over here," she answered. "I'll stop now," she said reaching for the power switch. [image: image15.jpg]



"No," Rowena insisted, putting her hand on Willow's, stopping her. "Don't you dare. Keep playing."

"I don't play. Not in front of people a-and it's been years since I actually sat at one of these," Willow answered.

"For someone who hasn't played in years, heck for someone who has, you're really good," Rowena complimented.

Willow blushed deeper and shook her head. "Really, I don't..."

"Come on," Rowena said as she took a seat beside the witch. "Play for me. I always considered learning, so I admire someone who's done it."

Willow rolled her shoulders and cracked her knuckles before she turned to smile at Rowena. "You realize the only reason I'm doing this is because I have a weakness for blondes, right?"

Rowena now began to blush. "Hey, however I can get it," she joked, bumping shoulders with Willow.

Willow let out a small chuckle. "I'll play, but you have to play too."

"But I don't play," Rowena reminded her, suddenly appearing nervous.

"Oh no," Willow told her. "If I have to play, then you have to play. Besides, this part's a breeze. You'll hit these keys when it's called for."

"But how will I know?" Rowena asked.

"Oh, you'll know," Willow told her. With that the witch started to play Moonlight Sonata and Rowena smiled, giving Willow a nod of understanding. As Rowena's part came up, Willow nodded to her. Rowena hit the keys and began to giggle.

"Look at this! I'm playing the piano!" she said almost in a squeal, which made the witch smile even more. After a few more bars, Willow stopped and turned to the senior Watcher.

"See?" Willow beamed. "You did good."

"I can die a happy woman now that I've played Beethoven," Rowena smiled back. After a few moments, both their smiles slowly faded away, but their gazes were still intent on each other. "You're extraordinary," Rowena admitted softly. "Do you realize that?"

Willow blushed and seemed to will herself not to look away. She licked her lips and a light grin came to her face. "You're pretty special yourself," she told the blonde.

Cut To:
Int.
Watchers Council Hallway – Same time

For a little while, the couple walked together in silence. Giles seemed somewhat distracted, but more than pleased with the company. Becca, if worried, also looked like someone who'd had a good time.

"Rupert."

"Hm?"

"I don't pretend to know what precisely lay between you and that old woman."

"I'm not sure if I want you to know."

She paused before answering. "Okay," she drawled. "But am I right in thinking it has to do with who you were twenty years ago?"

"More like thirty actually. I have now achieved demi-centenarian status now," Giles said with mock grandeur. "In those days," he added a moment later, his manner very different, "I rather doubted I'd live to see thirty, much less fifty."

"Your Ripper days?"

He nodded.

"But you didn't collect body parts and feed them into a machine, right?"

"Well," he said, a gleam in his eye, "not as a rule." That got a smile out of Becca. His own grin faded slightly as he continued, "But that does not mean it wasn't apropos. And yes, that was the time in my life when I knew Mrs. Hoffman."

"Not a giddy relationship?"

"There were times I laughed. I shouldn't have, but I did. And seeing her, after what happened with Howard..." he said nothing more.

Becca hugged his arm.

Cut to:
Ext.
Watchers Council Headquarter – Night [image: image16.jpg]



From a shadow across the street, Pete Owens watched the front door. His face was different: Brow furrowed, eyes a red-tinged yellow, and fangs protruded over his lips. As the door opened, he shook his head, and the vampiric features faded. Now, he appeared human. It was in this form he watched Giles and Becca, still in evening clothes, head out the door and for the latter's car. They walked arm in arm, saying little.

Owens followed.

The car they were headed to lay quite close, but neither was in any hurry. That gave Owens enough time to catch up. He was quiet, so they didn't hear him. At least neither one of them reacted.

"Hey, Mr. Giles," said Owens when he was less than fifteen feet away.

Giles turned in the direction of the voice. That moment gave Owens all the time he needed to cross the distance. Once in range, he threw a superhumanly strong punch at the older man, sending him to the ground. "I thought maybe you'd answer some of my questions now," the ex-reporter gloated. He let his face turn, again assuming a demon visage. "Hell! I figure in a little while, you'll be begging to!" Then he looked at a horrified Becca. "First, though, how about some dinner!"

He lunged. Becca ducked and so managed to avoid his grasp.

"Becca!" said Giles, struggling to his feet. "Get Kennedy!"

Becca looked torn for a brief moment between doing as Giles asked and staying, but in a split-second decision she took off toward the Council building.

"What's the hurry, man?" Owens yelled. "Ain't got time for the press? Don't you know that's always gonna turn around and bite you?" He laughed at his own joke, and then broke into a run.

Becca's hand was on the door when Owens caught up with her and grabbed an arm. He yanked her toward him, fangs bared. "You think you could go for a younger man?" he sneered.

Becca kneed him in the groin, forcing him to lose his hold and she rushed inside the Council.

Cut to
Int.
Slayers Music Room – Same time

Willow and Rowena sat shoulder to shoulder as Willow began to close the distance between their lips. Rowena's eyes fluttered closed, but quickly shot open when they both heard a scream from the lobby.

"Somebody help! Vampire!"

"Becca," Willow muttered as both she and Rowena shot toward the door.

Cut to
Ext
Watchers Council – Night

Giles leaped on Owens's back and the vampire twisted back and forth, trying to shake him free. In a last ditch effort, the demon flipped Giles over so that the Watcher landed flat on his back, knocking the wind out of him

Owen closed in on Giles with a smirk but then, his face went slack. He stumbled backwards and looked down at the pointed piece of wood sticking out of his chest from his back. [image: image17.jpg]



"Damn," was all he had time to say before going poof.

By now Becca, Rowena and Willow had arrived outside, each armed with stakes. Giles gingerly rose to his feet, and almost instantly, he and Becca were in each other's arms.

Clutching Becca to his chest, Giles looked at Faith, who was standing with her Slayer group, putting her stake back in her pocket.

"Thank you," he told her sincerely.

"Timing makes champions, huh?" She said as she bent down to examine the dust. "He hadda be a newbie vamp," she surmised. "I mean, who else is gonna try that at Slayer Central? Sucky way to end a date though," Faith said as she rose and turned in the couple's direction.

Almost against her will, Becca began to laugh. "You...could say that..." she agreed between chuckles. Nervously, she continued to giggle, a reaction Giles didn't share. Instead, he looked sick.

"Is everyone okay?" Rowena asked. "Giles?"

"I'll be fine," he told her shortly. "Just need to catch my breath is all."

"Okay," she said, sounding a bit nervous. "I'm going to call it a night, I think. I'll see you all in the morning."

With not so much as a glance toward Willow, Rowena swiftly went back inside and a look of defeat came over Willow's features as she watched Rowena's hasty exit. The witch looked up to see Kennedy's curious expression at the display and she quickly started to speak.

"Think I will too," Willow told the group. "Maybe Kennedy or one of the girls should see you home?" Willow told Becca.

"I'll be fine Willow, but thanks," the shopkeeper answered. "It was just a fluke, I'm sure."

Willow nodded as she quickly walked inside.

Cut To:
Int.
Watchers Council Library – Later that Night

The painting was still on the chair. But now Giles, his necktie undone, sat alone staring at it. As always, the beautiful creature on the canvas seemed to stare back.

Robin stepped inside the library. "You'll be pleased to hear," he said, "Becca got home without incident."

"Good. That is genuinely excellent news," Giles replied, his voice lacking any excitement.

Robin scrunched his eyes as he examined Giles but didn't seem to push for answers about his lack of enthusiasm.

"Xander had a good idea, by the way," he said instead. "He figured there'd be a way to rig some kind of mace spray, but with holy water. Or better yet, a mix of holy water with mace. That way, all of us without superpowers could be that much better prepared – for both vampires and just plain muggers. Good idea, don't you think?"

"Yes. Excellent." Giles continued to stare at the painting.

Robin watched Giles viewing the painting for a moment. "You want a drink?"

"No, thank you."

"How about some tea?"

"That would fine, yes." His eyes didn't waver from the painting.

"Good. 'Cause Andrew took it upon himself to make you some. He'll be here any moment. I'm not sure, but maybe he even found some crumpets to go with."

That got the mildest of smiles from the older Watcher. "Well, that's a kind thought."

"Yeah," agreed Robin. "Looks like you might need a few minutes alone. Think I'm gonna do some research on this painting, myself." He contemplated it. "I'll let you know what I find."

"Do that."

"Good night."

"Same to you."

Robin looked back one last time before he left the room shaking his head. Once alone again, Giles got up and went to one of the desks. Inside a drawer, he found a magnifying glass. Then he approached the painting, examining it closely. He used the glass to look at the subject's face. Fully a minute passed. Then...the eyes of the portrait blinked.

Giles pulled back with a start!

"You look as if you could do with some tea," a voice called to him.

Turning, Giles said, "That's exactly what I was thinking." [image: image18.jpg]



Instead of Andrew, Quentin Travers stood before Giles and neither Watcher seemed too alarmed by the fact, nor concerned.

"It hath power to soothe the nerves and calm the soul," replied Quentin Travers, passing Giles a cup from the service he had brought. It seemed particularly in place here, surrounded by antiques and memorabilia. "And despite your calm exterior, Rupert, clearly both nerves and soul could do with some aid."

Sighing, Giles nodded. "Maybe so." He sipped his tea.

Fade Out

End of Act Two
Act Three

Fade In
Int.
London Motherhouse – Archives [image: image19.jpg]



"An extraordinary work, don't you think?" Quentin Travers asked Giles.

"Yes, as a matter of fact, I do."

"Nor is its quality restricted to that of artistic merit," continued Travers, circling and examining the painting. "Are you familiar with its history?"

Giles paused. "Not as such."

"Three of its owners committed suicide. Another three confessed to crimes long unsolved. One left his career as a successful barrister and became a rabbi. Two more experienced sudden life changes – the canceling of a divorce, and a hack writer who went on to win the Pulitzer Prize."

"I wouldn't call that a uniformly negative pattern."

"Far from it." Travers agreed. "But the evidence suggests power here. Power as yet not understood, and therefore an inherent threat. That's why the Council purchased it, why it will never leave this building. You, however, are a different matter."

Giles blinked before replying. "Explain, please?"

"Rupert," Travers said, voice lowering, "I do understand your grief over losing your Slayer after her confrontation with Glory. When Antoinette, my own Slayer, was killed – well, despite all my best efforts, I did feel for her. She was not unlike a daughter, and her murder inspired me to do much as you have done. I locked myself away, diving into esoteric lore and minutia, always and forever seeking distraction. That was twenty-five years ago. You had only just joined us back then. Do you recall?"

"You were in charge of the Archives then."

"As you are now," Travers nodded. "James Tyrell came to me one day. At first, I thought him about to utter some long speech full of, no doubt, entirely accurate observations and pleas – about which I myself could not care any less. Yet instead, he said something else. Exactly the right thing, as it turned out. I have come here to say those same words to you."

Giles looked at the Head of the Watchers Council for an eternal several seconds. His face was a mask, while Travers simply waited, eyes unflinching.

"What?" said Giles at last.

"There is work for you to do."

Fade Out

Fade In
Int.
Faith and Wood's Suite 
Wood answered the knock on his door, and saw Willow standing there. [image: image20.jpg]



"Good evening," he said pleasantly enough.

"Uh, hi. Did you know that Faith is downstairs winning all the pocket money from the other Slayers?"

Robin grinned. "Poker or pool?"

"Pool. I know she doesn't really need any more spending change, but..."

"But she likes to win. That's my girl. Something tells me that you're not here because my lady's now a hustler."

"No, I'm not," she confessed with a grin.

Robin opened the door wider and Willow hesitated at first, but then stepped inside. He closed the door behind her and watched as she almost started to pace. "It's about Giles. And, how he's been."

"In what way?"

"Okay, well – he's just not himself. The way he reacted when he thought we were trying to celebrate his birthday. That's just not natural or something. Plus letting Becca go home by herself? What's up with that? I know he's fifty now and all but –."

"Willow." She stopped. Wood paused and took a deep breath before continuing. "He's got some issues. Seeing Howard die like that brought them up. Probably lots of other things too, but, whatever the cause, he's the one that has to deal with them first."

"But..."

"What?"

"He helped me." Her voice went real low. "And if this is all because of the Howard incident, I've got to help him."

"Tell me," asked Robin, "if he helped you – and I have no doubt at all he did – what makes you so very sure he can't help himself as well?"

Willow didn't say anything and instead rolled her shoulders.

"But I understand. No one is an island, right?" Robin continued.

"Exactly! And that's what I'm afraid of – I don't want him locking himself in his room all despondent a-and weepy. This isn't the first time that something like this has happened, so why is he taking this so hard? Aren't you the least bit curious?"

"If Giles needs help, I'm sure he'll come to us," Robin told her.

Willow paused and cocked her head. "You don't know Giles. He's all Mr. Repressed and Stiff-Upper-Lippy-Guy. Only this time…"

"Yes?"

Willow paused. "I've seen Giles scared and angry a-and sad. But I've never seen him..." Willow paused for the right word and met Robin's eyes when she found it. "Hopeless," she concluded softly.

"Okay then," Robin nodded. "What do you suggest?"

"We should give him space for now, I agree, but not too much. I mean not to the point where he spends too much time in his head and not interacting with other people. When I stayed with him in England, I was pretty much a recluse but…he was still there for me. Even though we didn't always talk for hours and hours, it helped knowing I could if need be."

"Perhaps you should pay him a visit tonight? Let him know just what you've said. If I see him, I won't push but I'll extend the offer," Robin suggested.

"That sounds good," Willow nodded as she turned to leave. "Oh, another thing. Was there anything else that happened out there? Something that wasn't in the reports? Just want to know if there might be some other reason for Giles's, you know, behavioral problem?"

Robin shook his head. "I documented everything I knew Will, but if I think of anything else I'll let you know."

"Okay, thanks Robin."

"So where you off to?" Wood asked as Willow approached his door to exit.

"I'm gonna take one more crack at him before I call it a night," she said.

"Like I said, if you need me just give a shout."

Willow nodded and Robin closed the door behind her.

Fade Out

Fade In
Int.
Motherhouse Hallway – Day
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Giles waited more or less patiently as Quentin approached with a young blonde woman. She had much the same air as Quentin himself – focused, scholarly, self-assured. 

"Rupert Giles, may I introduce Rowena Allister."

"How do you do?" said Giles.

"An honor, Mr. Giles," was her reply.

"Miss Allister," Quentin continued, directing them along the hallway, "like many of her generation, has more actual combat experience than we did at her age, Rupert. You may have heard of her exploits in Istanbul?"

"Oh yes – she recovered the Opus Obscurum. Congratulations."

"Thank you" she said.

"To have succeeded where generations of others failed – most impressive," Giles added.

"It is on account of that we'd like her to be your partner, as it were, with this particular assignment," Travers explained. "This is bound to be a difficult, and frankly troubling, matter."

"You can depend upon me," Rowena said, almost imitating a junior officer reporting for duty.

"Why me?" Giles wanted to know. "I know you believe it's time to put Buffy's death behind me, but I can't help but feel there's something more."

"Quite true," the Head of the Council nodded. "All kinds of tasks need doing and I daresay many, if not most, would benefit from your experience. There are all kinds of troubles brewing, in Cleveland, for example, Los Angeles as well. Yet this matter...this is something for which you are uniquely qualified. Besides, you've been requested."

"By whom?"

"Ah," said Quentin. "Here we are." The door at which he paused and now opened was one of the guest reception areas. "Our guest asked to see you personally, Rupert."

The three of them went through the door.

Cut to:
Int.
Guest Reception Area – Moments later

The lovely blonde woman turned as they entered. Rowena entered first, then Giles, who smiled as he saw the woman, – then Quentin brought up the rear, shutting the door behind them. [image: image22.jpg]



"Mr. Giles!"

"Tara? What on earth are you doing here? It's nice to see you, of course, but..."

"Likewise," she smiled the same way she always did – a simple, shy smile.

"I had no idea you were in London."

"Kinda sudden, my decision I mean. And I only got in a few hours ago. I came looking for you." Tara spared a glance to the blonde standing beside Giles but said nothing.

"Oh, this is Rowena Allister, another of the Council," he said, realizing her curiosity.

"Hi," said Tara with a little wave.

"How do you do?" was Rowena's reply.

"Miss Maclay and I have already discussed matters," intoned Quentin. "Perhaps we should all be seated?"

Both Giles and Quentin refrained from sitting until the ladies had already done so. Tara looked nervously around at them. Rowena just looked at her steadily. Quentin divided his attention between Giles and Tara herself. Giles, after fidgeting for a moment, spoke.

"Is Willow here with you?"

The light in Tara's eyes dimmed, as did her smile. "We're no longer together. She…"

"Oh dear, has she died, Tara? Is that why –?"

"No," Tara said quickly. "She's alive, but we broke up."

"I'm sorry to hear that. The two of you got along so well."

"Actually, the reason I came is also the reason we broke up. Mr. Giles..." She hesitated, and then plowed on. "Willow tried to raise Buffy from the dead."

Giles's jaw didn't quite drop, but he did pale. Rowena did such a quick intake of breath it sounded like a gasp.

"That kind of magic is –," began Rowena.

"I know! I know!" Tara interrupted. "But she thought that, since Buffy was killed by mystical energy, that gave her a chance to make it work. That was the theory anyway. All that summer before you left, she was doing research into how to do it."

"Good Lord," breathed Giles. "And when you found out about this, you confronted her?"

"No." Tara looked uncomfortable and slightly guilty. "These w-were unique circumstances and Willow raised a good point that Buffy might have been trapped between dimensions – like Angel had been? Another fact was…I didn't want to argue with her. She was determined and you know h-how she gets when she sets her mind to something." Tara grinned fondly for a moment but it quickly slipped away. "Anyway, we searched for an Urn of Osiris, but when that fell through, she t-tried other things. More risky things. And also – not long after you left, the demon population found out about the Buffybot. You'd have thought that all hell really did break loose in Sunnydale."

"Good gracious," Giles sighed. "Why didn't you contact me?"

"Willow said no. You put your time in and now you had to live your life. It was up to us. Besides, it got to the point that no one could challenge Willow. I think it was the m-magics she was tampering with but…she changed."

"How so?"

By now, Tara had the riveted attention of all three Watchers.

"She began to use her powers more recklessly. Not just for defending Sunnydale, either. Some of the things she did..." Tara's voice faded, as if unwilling to relive or confess to something. "I tried to talk to her about it. I even begged her, but she didn't listen. One of her spells backfired last w-week and…a-and now Xander's dead."

"Oh dear God," Giles muttered.

"That's when I hoped she'd snap out of it," Tara went on. "I thought she would see the path she was on and where it was leading. But instead, she jumped headlong into the magics even more."

"Miss Rosenberg's abilities are even more formidable than we'd believed," noted Quentin to the Watchers, his voice grave.

"I left, but it wasn't easy," Tara went on. "Willow put up a spell to keep me and Dawnie at the house. We weren't able to set foot past the front yard. But I was able to counter her magics with my own and I escaped. I promised Dawn I'd find help. So once I got free, Anya drove me to the airport and paid for my plane ticket here." As she finished, Tara looked at all three Watchers, but her attention was mainly upon Giles. She looked on the verge of tears.

"Tara," he said after a moment, "if what you're implying is true, you realize this constitutes a kind of threat we simply cannot ignore."

She nodded, reluctantly, but she did it. "She's going to destroy herself. Not just her body, but everything. And not just her, I know. I can't help thinking all of this is my fault."

"What on earth would make you think that?" Giles asked. "Tara –."

"I love Willow, Mr. Giles, more than anything…But maybe she would have been better off if we never crossed paths."

"Why do you say that?"

"Isn't it obvious? I put her in danger. The woman I love most in the world and it's because of my actions that she's…the way she is now. If we never started training in more advanced spells, if I never allowed her to use my powers and gain her strength…things would be different today. I introduced her to that danger, but I didn't have the power to protect her. So like I said, it's my fault."

"Tara," Giles began gently. "Loving someone is a risk everyone takes. You don't know from one day to the next what might happen to them. You were always as straightforward with Willow as you could be, so I fail to see how this is your cross to bear."

Tara didn't respond. She simply lowered her head, looking at her lap.

"The current Slayer has relocated to Cleveland," Quentin offered when the room went silent, "Kennedy and her Watcher are extremely busy at the moment, and besides, I don't think she's what's called for in this situation. Rupert, we need you in Sunnydale as soon as possible."

"I'm afraid I agree," Giles muttered.

"Miss Allister will assist you." He turned to Tara. "Thank you, Miss Maclay. You've done a brave and good deed by coming to us. We will strive to deal with this sad situation. Is there anything else we can do for you?"

"I..." Now Tara began to cry. "I don't want anyone else to get hurt." Her voice was a whisper. "And Dawn, she's still there, Mr. Giles. I'm so afraid for her."

"As are we," agreed Quentin. "So will you see to this task, Rupert? I'm positive this matter requires someone acquainted with Ms. Rosenberg, not brute force."

Giles reached over and squeezed Tara's knee in support. "When do I leave?"

Fade Out

Fade In
Int.
Watchers Council Hallway – Night

Xander was headed in the direction of the kitchen when he met a distressed-looking Andrew – with a tea set in hand, no less.

"Oh, good! Xander, have you seen Giles?" Andrew asked.

After thinking about it for a moment, "I think Robin said something about the library..."

Shaking his head, Andrew interrupted, "That's where I just was. Bringing him some nice tea and refreshments." He held up the tea set with a tiny smile. "But he wasn't there."

"He's gotta be somewhere. Did you check his place?"

"I was on my way now."

"Okay, I'll tag along just in case."

"Thanks, Xander. You're one in a million. Or maybe a billion. Well, five and a half billion according to the latest census..."

"Andrew."

"Uh...yeah?"

"Let's get going?" Xander prompted.

"Okay."

They both walked towards the stairs.

Cut to:
Int.
Giles's Suite – Moments later [image: image23.jpg]



Giles's suite was a comfortable, even elegant apartment with dark wood furniture and plenty of books. It looked like something copied from another era, or at least the best elements of that era. No computers, though. And the phone itself was of an antique design.

There was no one inside.

Soon knocking was heard at the door. "Giles?" It was Xander's voice. "You in there?"

Cut to:
Int.
Hallway Outside Giles's Suite – Moments later

"Giles?" Xander called out, giving another knock on the door.

Andrew, behind him said, "This tea set is getting heavy."

"I don't think Giles is in there."

"Unless – maybe he's just not answering because he's so depressed?"

Xander pondered this. "Okay, I suppose that's possible."

"Look through the keyhole!"

"It's not that kind of keyhole, Andrew. I can't."

"Not even with your new spider-sense eye thingy?"

For a full three seconds, Xander stared at him. "Promise me that's not what you're calling it."

"Well, not often..." Andrew shuffled.

"How about not ever?"

"Okay, okay, I'll stop. I promise. What about listening at the door, though?"

Sighing, Xander pressed his ear against the door to Giles's apartment. Not hearing anything, he turned and took one of the empty tea cups, placing it to the door before resting his ear on it.

"What are you doing?" Andrew asked.

"Shh, I'm listening."

"I thought you need glass to hear something, not porcelain."

"I can't hear anything with you talking," Xander told him in frustration.

Willow rounded the corner to see the two young men and she began to shake her head.

"Do I even want to ask what you two are up to?" she asked.

Xander motioned to the door, putting the cup back on the tray. "He's not answering and he's not in the library."

"Do you know if he's in there?" she asked, looking briefly at the door.

"Not you too," Xander sighed. "Okay, for the record, I do not have x-ray vision."

Willow turned the doorknob and the door opened. "I meant did you try this?"

"Oh…uh, no," Xander muttered awkwardly.

"See? She's smart. That's why she's the Watcher," Andrew quipped in a whisper to Xander. Xander slapped Andrew's arm making the tea set clatter. "Hey, scalding hot liquids here," he warned.

Cut to:
Int.
Giles's Suite – Moments later

Willow carefully peaked inside, ignoring the commotion behind her. Not spotting Giles, she entered deeper and waved the two men to follow. [image: image24.jpg]



"Giles?" she called out. "Are you in here? We've come bearing warm and tasty goodies?"

There was no sound in the apartment except for the tick of the mantle clock.

"Where on earth could he be?" Andrew asked.

Willow looked back into the hallway and nodded for them to follow her. "Let's try the Slayer side of life. Maybe he's training with Kennedy tonight."

"I hope we find him soon," Andrew told them. "This tray is becoming more well traveled around here than some of our students."

Fade Out

Fade In
Int.
Quentin Travers's Office – Day

The head of the Watchers Council indicated for both Giles and Rowena to sit, while he still perused the file in his hand. Quentin's face was rarely cheerful, but now it looked especially grave. "I had some data drawn up about Sunnydale in the last few weeks," he was saying. "On the face of it, the reports seem not particularly worse than might be expected from atop a Hellmouth." He sat down behind the desk, and then looked up. "However..."

"Tara's report puts everything in a different light?" Giles asked.

"Precisely."

"What kinds of patterns can be discerned?" asked Rowena.

"The number of arsons has increased, for one. Abandoned buildings, for the most part, large enough to have extensive basements."

Giles nodded. "Vampire lairs."

"Yes. More, construction on the new Sunnydale High School has been delayed several times due to construction accidents. There have been fatalities."

"How many?" Rowena wanted to know.

"Three. A much more disturbing trend, however, lies in the real estate market. It seems people have been putting their homes up for sale at an extraordinary rate, fully twice what it has ever been before. Now, the Hellmouth has been there essentially forever, certainly as long as the town of Sunnydale. Why are people leaving at this time, and not before?"

"Could the Hellmouth have grown more noticeably active?" Rowena asked. "Mr. Giles?"

"Hm? No, that doesn't sound right for some reason. In fact, several times during Buffy's life there the Hellmouth became extremely active, but never once was it accompanied by this kind of exodus. I've often theorized the Hellmouth has some kind of cloaking spell in place, helping disguise or mask all but its most extreme manifestations from the public at large. Whatever is happening, this time people are noticing it, and fleeing."

"Given what we've been told," said Quentin, "I fear we have a good idea what is happening. Willow Rosenberg has proven herself a woman of extraordinary power – and evidently has none of the discipline and training such power requires."

"The most powerful magic users always face the danger of having their power consume them," noted Rowena.

Quentin nodded. "And it's likely that is what will happen in this case, eventually. But not without unacceptable collateral damage." He looked at Giles. "You and Rowena will leave later today for California. Your primary objective is to assess Miss Rosenberg's current state, both mystical and emotional. Our allies in the Coven can bind her power or instill in her the wisdom to cope with them. We'll arm you both mystically with a way to get in and out of the Summers' home, hopefully with Ms. Rosenberg leaving the residence willingly. That would be the best possible scenario."

"Not the most likely," said Giles.

"No. Not the most likely." Quentin leaned back in his chair. He looked unhappy. "If that occurs, if the danger is as real as we fear, our response must be equal to that danger."

Rowena spoke. "Meaning we kill her."

"I'm afraid, yes," intoned Quentin, nodding, "that is precisely what we will have to do."

Taking a deep breath, Giles frowned.

Fade Out

End of Act Three
Act Four

Fade In
Int.
Training Room – Later That Night

Faith, Kennedy and Mia all turned their heads toward the clattering noise at the door to see that Andrew had run into Xander's back with the tray. [image: image25.jpg]



"When someone stops in front of you, that's your cue to stop too," Xander told him.

"Hey, tea and crumpets," Faith smirked. "You shouldn't have Andy."

As Faith began to make her way over, Andrew protectively pulled the tray closer. "These are for Mr. Giles," he warned.

"He's not gonna miss one," Faith told Andrew as she reached over taking a treat. "Or two for that matter," she added as she grabbed a second one. "Or three actually."

Andrew now physically moved behind Willow as a barrier between he and Faith. The dark haired Slayer gave him a teasing smile.

"Taking the scenic route to the library?" Kennedy asked as she put the dumbbells away in a nearby storage closet.

"Not so much," Willow answered. "We're looking for Giles and we can't seem to find him."

"Maybe he slipped off to Becca's for a more private birthday celebration," Faith offered, wiggling her eyebrows.

"Maybe," Willow answered, not appearing convinced. [image: image26.jpg]



"I'm sure he's all right. Maybe he just wanted to get away from everyone asking how he is," Kennedy told her. "That can get real annoying. Believe me, I know."

"We can't help that we care about you," Willow replied. "So I refuse to apologize," she added firmly, but gave the Slayer a soft grin.

"Yeah, well, I'm fine," Kennedy told her.

"Mighty fine," Mia drawled from behind Kennedy, as she examined Kennedy's backside. [image: image27.jpg]



Kennedy pursed her lips to stop a grin from escaping and broke eye contact with Willow. As a result, she missed the double-take that Willow gave Mia. The witch turned to Xander and Andrew quickly. "Anyway, if you find him, can you guys give me a call?"

"Giving up the search?" Xander asked Willow.

She nodded. "I think they might be right, give him some space. Besides, I'm feeling pretty wiped out tonight. I'm gonna go lay down."

"You feeling okay, Red?" Faith asked.

"Yeah, just tired," she answered. "But you guys call when you find him, okay? I want to know he's alright."

"Sure, no problem, Will."

Xander watched her for a moment before turning to the two Slayers. "Anyone up for some lukewarm tea while Andrew goes to make a fresh pot?" he offered.

"No, but I'll take some more cookies," Faith said as both she, and now Kennedy, closed in on Andrew.

Fade Out

Fade In
Ext.
California Highway – Dawn

In the glimmer of stars and a startlingly full moon, the trees along the highway were easily visible, even before dawn. As a lone car made its way north, the headlights were almost un-needed. Still, they were on. The sign the car passed was easy to read for both reasons – the moonlight and the electric shine from the car. It read: Sunnydale – 10 miles
Cut to:
Int.
Car – Same time

Rowena Allister was driving. On the passenger side, Giles lifted his head and blinked. [image: image28.jpg]



"I do apologize," he muttered. "Jet lag. One more sign of approaching senility, I fear."

His fellow Watcher made no comment, but kept driving.

"What an extraordinary moon," he said after a few moments. He actually took off his glasses and cleaned them before looking again. "Excessively bright. And a cobalt blue I don't believe I've ever seen before. It even looks larger!" His eyes darted to Rowena. "Doesn't it seem so to you?"

She shrugged. "To me, the moon always seems huge. Probably because I grew up beside the sea."

"Ah, yes, I remember."

"Do you?" Now she lifted an eyebrow in his direction. "I suppose Mr. Travers shared some of my personal file?"

"No, as a matter of fact, he didn't." Giles blinked. "I'm positive he did not. Yet...somehow I know you were born in Nova Scotia. In a tiny fishing town? Is that right?"

"As a matter of fact," Rowena said, "it is."

"But...how do I know that?" Giles stared at Rowena for a long hard moment or two, looking for a reaction, but didn't get one. She simply continued driving.

Fade Out

Fade In
Ext.
Downtown Sunnydale – Morning

Although never a hustling center of activity, Sunnydale had usually been more active than this. Several storefronts were empty with 'For Rent' signs displayed, and in some cases, fading. Several pedestrians wandered the near-empty streets, but half looked homeless.

Sunlight revealed more than storefronts or a few random people. Upon one bench was what looked like a high school couple. The girl even wore a cheerleader outfit. Her date, if that's who he was, wore an athletic jacket. Both were ashen, with unseeing eyes staring up from heads fallen back. Mouths were agape. Each throat bore the telltale wounds from a vampire.

The car slowed as it passed that bench, with Giles and Rowena staring at the scene from inside.

Cut to:
Int.
Car – Same time

"Even for a Hellmouth," Rowena asked, "isn't that extraordinary?"

"Yes," confirmed Giles. "So, too, is the way no one seems to be reacting. Presumably someone, a police officer perhaps, will notice. Presumably." He said this last word a little hopefully.

Rowena reached down and turned the radio on. It took her a few moments to find a local radio station. A strangely melancholy song emerged from the car's speakers. A woman's voice intoned like confession:

"We danced graveyards with vampires till dawn
We laughed in the faces of kings never afraid to burn..."
"According to Tara," Giles continued, "Willow should still be at the house where Buffy used to live. One of our priorities should be to ascertain the status of Dawn."

"The Slayer's sister?"

"Yes. We...that is, I...owe it to her."

"Certainly," Rowena agreed.

On the radio the song continued... "Oh these little earthquakes here we go again/Oh these little earthquakes doesn't take much to RIP us into pieces..."

"You should know," said Rowena as she directed the car out of the main streets and into the residential areas, "I took the time to carefully choose a weapon before leaving London."

"A weapon?"

"In case." Rowena patted her side, where the slightest bulge showed. A holster? "The bullets are designed for maximum damage. Should it prove necessary, I'll aim quickly at her head. From behind, naturally. I'll be quick. I promise."

"That...is reassuring, I suppose."

The car proceeded on, while from the radio the refrain from the song played:

"Give me life, give me pain, give me myself again
Give me life, give me pain, give me myself again
Give me life, give me pain, give me myself again
Give me life, give me pain, give me myself again..."
Fade Out

Fade In
Ext.
Summers Home – Later

The neighborhood looked abandoned. Most houses lacked cars, and the yards were overgrown with weeds. A few automobiles appeared covered with dust and leaves. In fact, only one lawn appeared at all well groomed – the very one Rowena drove the car towards, parking on the outside.

As the car's engine stopped, Giles was the first one to emerge. His eyes were fixed on the lone figure working a rake on the same spot of grass, over and over and over. Giles waited as Rowena joined him, then walked towards the girl with the rake.

"Dawn?"

She didn't react at first. Giles actually had to move in front of her. Still, she didn't stop raking. "Dawn?" he whispered, then reached out to take the rake from her hand. [image: image29.jpg]



Dawn looked up. Her long brown hair had been combed, but not carefully. Clothes hung loosely on her frame. But her eyes – they appeared dull. Eyes that had been bright and alive now stared with hardly a flicker of reaction.

"Dawn?" Giles whispered. "It's Giles. Tara sent me."

She looked at him, then at Rowena beside him, and back at Giles again. Every move seemed in slow motion. Pale lips parted and repeated his name. "Giles."

"Yes. I've come back."

"Giles," she said again without inflection.

"Magic did this," said Rowena, an edge of fury in her voice.

"Almost certainly," replied Giles. "Dawn, we need to see Willow. Is she here? Dawn? Do you understand?"

The teenager almost didn't react at all. Her eyebrows moved, slightly. Her mouth formed the word 'Willow' without actually speaking it. Slowly, awkwardly even, she turned and began walking towards the front door of the Summers' home. Her feet dragged on the ground.

Giles followed. So did Rowena, hand hovering near the pistol under her coat.

Cut to:
Int.
Summers Living Room – Moments later

Dawn clumsily opened the front door, and the two Watchers followed her inside. Even though the curtains were drawn, every electrical lamp was lit, flooding the interior and letting them get a good eyeful.

By any standard, the house's interior was disheveled. Piles of books teetered on almost every flat surface. Most of the remaining surfaces held nubs of candles – lumps of mostly-melted wax of almost every color. Soot stained the ceiling. Dust was almost everywhere. The walls were defaced with hundreds of intricate formulae, combining higher mathematics with mystical symbols. Dawn wandered into the middle of the living room and remained there, eyes on nothing, not even swaying. Rowena swung her eyes deliberately over the entire room, doing a scan. Giles, meanwhile, could hardly take his eyes off the painting that hung over the mantle.

It was a large oil. The subject was a beautiful woman, save that she wasn't really a woman at all. Black horns rose from her forehead and brilliantly colored wings fanned out from her back. Behind her blazed a full moon of almost neon blue. Giles stared at it.

"Who's there?"

The voice came from the stairwell and roused Giles from his reverie. He turned in time to see Willow come down from the second floor.

"I said who's..." she paused and blinked. "Giles?"

"Yes." He said it simply.

The two looked at each other for what seemed like a long time. Willow's hair, like Dawn's, was combed but little else. Also like Dawn, Willow was pale – as if suffering from a combination of poor sleep, too much worry, and too little sun. Her eyes appeared puffy, yet sunken at the same time. Like dark pearls, they shone from Willow's face and the ghost of a smile flickered there.

"I should have known," mumbled Willow, her weirdly dark eyes still set on Giles. "Giles. Of course – it had to be Giles."

"Willow, you need to tell me what's happened." He spoke soothingly.

"Giles...it's too late...Buffy's gone…you're gone…Xander's gone…Tara's gone…but Dawnie's not, are you?" Willow reached out her hand and stroked the back of Dawn's head but the teenager seemed unaffected.

"Willow, tell me what's happening?"

She blinked, and it looked as if she suddenly saw him there for the first time. "You're really here."

"Indeed, I am." He tried to smile.

Willow grinned. It didn't quite reach her eyes. "Things got out of hand a couple of times..." She nodded then her smile faded. Silence.

Giles nodded as well. "Things got out of hand...?" he prompted.

"Magic…it's…" she continued after a moment, even taking a few steps forward, "it's like a computer. Magic doesn't think, it just does. Whatever you program it to do, it goes ahead and does." Taking a swallow, she kept those dark eyes on Giles. "And...and if you forget something...or, or if you don't compensate for possible glitches...all kinds of other things can happen. Things you didn't want. Things you never, ever wanted – not ever." Every trace of pleasure suddenly drained out of Willow's face. She looked infinitely sad, wrung dry of tears. "Like..." she whispered "...maybe you just want somebody to be quiet, you know? Just want them to...to...to shut up a little. So you can concentrate! So you can make things better! I never meant to kill him. He was my friend."

Giles sighed. "I understand."

Willow's face lit up, ever so slightly. "You do?"

"Only too well," Giles answered. He noted the stealthy way Rowena had circled round so that she now faced Willow's back. As he spoke, however, his gaze remained on Willow. But his voice was louder than need be for just her ears. "Listen to me. There is still hope."

"Giles, I have few things left in this world – hope isn't one of them."

"But Willow – you do, don't you see? You're an exceptional Watcher. In fact you won a fencing championship in nineteen…seventy…" Giles trailed off with a confused look on his face.

"Giles, I wasn't even born then," Willow told him. "I could never become a Watcher. Not after all the damage I've done."

"Something's not right here," he muttered.

She nodded emphatically. "Believe me I know, Giles. That's why I've been studying," she waved her hand at the books all around them. "To correct it all I've got to be able to compensate for a huge number of factors, taking literally thousands and thousands of possibilities into account, from the weather to the astrological signs and genetics...and...and the moon...plus my own diet even! And the clothes I wear! Plus concentration! Plus what kind of ink and paper to write out the incantations...!" Her voice rose, along with its speed. "It's too much! Too much for any one person! That was my mistake! I can't do this on my own. I can't be everything to everyone." She almost cried at this last, but barreled on.

"I realize that Willow," Giles told her understandingly.

"But do you? Do you really? The fate of the world or even one life doesn't rest in your hands alone, right?"

Giles's face grew more confused and he looked past Willow in thought and spotted the picture on the wall again. He stood up and walked over to it. Once there, he ran his hand over the canvas and bumps of oil paint. [image: image30.jpg]



"This isn't our world," he muttered and began to turn around. "It feels real but…"

Giles slowly turned around to face Willow and saw Rowena, taking advantage of the distraction. She drew her pistol and aimed it at the back of Willow's head.

"No!" Giles shouted and at the last moment pushed Willow aside and raised Rowena's arm.

The shot went off into the ceiling and Rowena turned angrily toward Giles. "You have a job to do, a duty to see through!" she shouted. "You are a Watcher."

"I most certainly am a Watcher, but not a murderer," Giles shouted back. "This is not the answer!"

Rowena shouted back. "You've taken lives for just the mere sport of it – some directly and some indirectly. We both know that, don't we? Tell me I'm lying!"

"That isn't who I am today!" Giles protested.

"Today, yesterday…what does it matter?" Rowena challenged. "It's all a part of you. Honestly, look at her," she went on pointing at Willow who appeared to be doing a breathing exercise as she chanted softly. "She's let magic consume her life. There's no hope for her, ever! If she continues to exist, she will go on to kill more people she claims to love." [image: image31.jpg]



Willow's eyes went blood red, no longer reflecting light, but emitting it. She turned around with a snarl. Her voice reverberated like thunder as she pointed at Rowena with both hands. "MORTIS!"

Eldritch red light flashed from Rowena's eyes and open mouth. She had enough time to cry out in pain exactly once. The power running through her body made it jerk and spasm. A gasp escaped cooked lungs as the young woman collapsed to the floor. Wisps of smoke emerged from a lifeless, gaping mouth. Even her eyes looked boiled.

And Willow...Willow screamed. In fury, or grief, or both.

Giles acted instantly. He went over to Willow and took her by the shoulders. Looking her in the face, he could see the grimace of hate and pain and horror as plain as the still simmering scarlet of her eyes. Buried deeper was regret and guilt.

"Willow! Willow! You must listen to me!" [image: image32.jpg]



"For the love of Hecate somebody stop me…" Her voice was small, frightened.

Giles hugged her, letting the sobs wrack her body. He glanced at Rowena's smoldering corpse and at the still-unmoving Dawn as he simply rocked Willow like a child.

"Listen carefully..." he whispered in her ear. "The past cannot be undone. I'm sorry for it, but that is the truth. Yet its wounds can be healed and good things grown from out of its ashes. Not all wounds. I will not lie to you. But many."

"No," came her muffled reply amid sobs, "they can't."

"Actually, you're quite wrong." Giles said these words gently, yet with a firm strength. "Do you remember that talk we had about butterflies? About butterflies in China?"

For a long time she said nothing. Then, "How the beating of their wings can change the direction of a hurricane?"

"Exactly," Giles nodded, holding Willow even closer. "And they never even know they're doing it. By landing upon one single flower, they take thousands of lives. By landing on another, they save them. All unknowingly. You and I, Willow – we are like butterflies that way. Everyone is. Being human, we can choose. Being human, we do. And, being human, we make mistakes. Yet we can also choose again. Choose better. Wiser. Therein lies all the hope of this world. In us." He added with a melancholy smile, "And in the butterflies."

"So..." Willow said after a moment, her voice low, "...we can't simply give up."

"We can," said Giles softly, "but then all the good we might do dies unborn."

"Unlike Howard. He did his best, just like you on your path of redemption."

"Yes, we..." Giles's jaw dropped. He blinked. "What did you say?"

At that very instant, the world around him changed. Willow weeping in his arms vanished like smoke. So, too, did Rowena's corpse. One by one, the pieces of furniture in the room around him faded out of existence. His eyes were fixed on the painting above the mantle. The mantle itself melted away, but the painting remained, even as the walls themselves dissolved.

"Nephillim," he said under his breath.

Fade Out

Fade In
Ext./Int.
Nowhere – Same time

Instead of a room, he was now surrounded by sky. But not a night sky such as he had always known. This was the deep black and brilliant shine of interstellar space. Stars did not twinkle here, but burned. More, they danced around him, as if he'd suddenly gained the stature of whole galaxies. Comets shot past him. Nebulae twirled. [image: image33.jpg]



And Dawn gazed upon him with eyes older than the Earth. No longer a mind-blasted teenager, pale of face and dull of eye, she shimmered. And when she spoke, her voice was a thousand voices.

"You have said the words needed."

"This place, this reality…" Giles said, looking around him.

"Is the painting," she finished. "The part you called forth."

"My memory does seem to have been playing tricks on me lately," Giles replied with dignity. "But I do believe I would have remembered going through any kind of ritual to summon this world."

"You called with the ritual of your heart. Your soul begged for answers, answers you already possessed, but your mind refused to let you see. Hence I gave them to you."

Giles took this in. "You are a Nephillim." His voice was low.

"Yes."

"And in some way connected to the painting."

"The artist called me also, and through him I was rendered into matter."

"Then...?"

"You called me. As many have over the years. I gave them what I gave you – the truth you knew about yourselves. Forgetting is a curse for your kind. I am balm to that curse."

Lips thin and eyes blazing, Giles said nothing but stared. "You kidnapped me, created this...nightmare! One where Buffy is dead! Xander is dead! And Willow and Dawn, both insane! You made me watch Rowena die...!"

"You called me."

"I bloody well did not! You stole my life!"

"Did I? Or did I just show you the facets that make Rupert Giles who he is – the Council Leader, a dedicated Watcher, an uncertain lover torn between loyalty and duty…a magic abuser. Are they all not parts of Rupert Giles?"

"Those people…Every last one of them…they were me," Giles said softly as he began to put the pieces together.

"And with the mildest of hints, the first opportunity to renew what your life has been, you did not hesitate. Some have spent years refusing the siren call of truth. Hardly a day passed for you here, and all your memories of what truly is have returned."

Now Giles stared even harder at her, but with much less venom. He was silent for a long moment. "You had no right."

"You. Called. Me." She said it with finality, as if the response was beyond doubt. And in her eyes was neither shame nor cruelty.

Giles cleared his throat after a moment or two. "And...what now?"

"The rest is up to you."

Cut to:
Int.
Watchers Council Library – Same time

Giles blinked. He looked at the door, where someone was knocking.

"Giles?" called out Xander's voice. "You in there?"

"Yes. One moment." He strode over to the door and opened it. Xander was there, looking puzzled. Beside him stood Andrew, looking puzzled and worried. And carrying a tea set. [image: image34.jpg]



"Um...is that for me?" Giles asked.

No one said anything for a moment, and then Andrew chimed in. "Thought you might like some fresh tea. But you weren't in the library or the study or the Slayer's training area..." he trailed off.

"Well, thank you. That's most kind." Giles took the tea set from Andrew and placed it on a coffee table. Xander and Andrew both followed him into the apartment with still-puzzled expressions.

"Giles," Xander started, "not to be nosey with your British self or anything, but where the hell have you been?"

"Oh!" Andrew exclaimed before Xander could get his answer. "Is this the painting you bought?" He was staring at La Nephille, propped up on a chair. "How very...what's the word? Surreal? Expressionist? Dada?"

"Symbolist, actually," Giles said.

"Well, I think it's pretty," Andrew nodded.

"Not to get obsessive or anything, but we were worried." Xander actually had one eyebrow up as he tried to work his question in again.

Giles looked at them with a curious expression on his face. "I...don't really know. More tired than I thought, evidently. Or distracted." He shrugged.

"Well, you've had a lot on your mind lately" soothed Andrew.

Fade Out

Fade In
Int.
Becca's Bedroom – Sometime later

Becca was curled up on her bed and well into reading a hardcover when the phone rang. She watched it ring. Watched as the answering machine picked up. Then, her taped message spoke to the caller.

"This is not Rebecca's answering machine," it said. "This is Rebecca's VCR. The sad truth is her answering machine was having a mad passionate affair with the toaster oven and now they've run off together leaving me to pick up the slack. I'm going to try and make a beep now. If I succeed, I'll do my best to record any message. Wish us luck."

Following the beep, a masculine voice could be heard. "I know it's quite late..."

Becca grabbed the receiver. "Rupert!"

"Becca? I was afraid of waking you."

"No fear. I'm finally getting a chance to read Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix."

Giles chuckled. "Perhaps I should doubly apologize."

"Don't be silly. What's up?"

"This will sound rather silly, perhaps, but I simply wanted to hear your voice. To tell you that I love you. And to end this day on that very pleasant note, for the time being ignoring all the travails and nonsense of earlier." There was a beat. "As I said, that might sound rather..."

"No, dear heart." Becca smiled a brilliant smile. "No, it doesn't sound silly at all."

Fade to Black

 

END of High Art

